Soccer- How | Kicked Off 


My brother John was elected president of the Italian- 
Australian Social Club of Gippsland in 1969. The club was 
founded in 1960 by the Italian communities living in 
Morwell, Traralgon and other Latrobe Valley townships. A 
block of land was bought on the Princes Highway, east of 
Morwell. They established two bocce courts which they used 
every Sunday afternoon. Because of their lack of English, the 
Italian migrants used to meet at the club to relax and enjoy 
each other’s company. John, Joseph and | were foundation 
members but we were too busy to play bocce and get 
involved in the running of the club. 


In 1961, some of the members formed a soccer team and 
affiliated with the Latrobe Valley Soccer Federation. The 
team was a hobby for Italian-born migrants on a Sunday. It 
had its own committee. In 1962, the name changed from 
IASCOG (Italian-Australian Social Club of Gippsland) to 
Morwell Falcons. The reason for the change was because the 
then president had just bought a new Ford Falcon. The car 
dealer made a donation of 50 pounds as sponsorship and it 
was decided to change the name. 


For the first few years the team was not successful. They lost 
more games than they won and they were always blaming 
the referees. But the real reason was because they didn’t 
train much. The first success came in 1966 - they won the 
Latrobe Valley Lightning Premiership trophy, played over a 
long weekend. In 1968 they added a second trophy - the 
Mecca Cup 


The club was poorly administered and they had problems 
with both the referees and the league management for the 
first eight years. But they attracted big crowds- even though 
most went home disappointed after another loss. In later 
1969 or early 1970, | was invited by Frank Marsili to attend a 
general meeting of the club. There were about 25 people 
present in the dressing-room at the Maryvale Reserve in 
Grant Street. Joe Marino was the outgoing president. He was 
returning to Italy with his family so the club needed a new 
president. The next thing | knew, | was voted into the job. 


A nine-man committee was elected, including my brother 
John. Two 17-year-old players, Charlie Del Busso and Forte 
Bianconi, shared the secretary’s duties. They were the only 
two that could write English. This was my first experience of 
running a club. Frank Marsili had been a referee in Italy and 
arrived in Morwell in 1965. He soon became involved in the 
soccer club as team manager- and many other roles. Frank’s 
influence turned the tables and the club began to be 
successful, finishing fourth in 1968 and third in 1969. So | 
relied a lot on Frank and his expertise. We soon became 
friends. 


The lack of discipline was a major problem. It stemmed from 
a limited number of players. If the didn’t feel like training, 
they didn’t come. But we still had to select them because we 
did not have enough players to select ***. | also learned 
quickly that some of our players were hot-tempered and 
were always in trouble with the referees. As well as the on- 
field trouble, the spectators frequently abused the referee. 
*** Every week | had to face the tribunal for one problem or 
another. As a result, the tribunal members were anti-Morwell 
Falcons. Our players were punished more severely than 
those from other clubs. 


| could not understand why we were treated so harshly. The 
tribunal even banned our team manager, Frank Marsili, from 
attending games for a while. After five weeks of lobbying, | 
managed to lift the ban. But a few weeks before the end of 
the 1970 season, our right-winger had an argument with a 
linesman over an offside decision. The player went over to 
the linesman and punched him in the face. He fell to the 
ground with blood coming from his mouth. Some of the 
opposition fans drew the referee’s attention to the incident. 
The referee talked to the linesman. Then he sent off our 
player. Our spectators started shouting at the rival fans. | 
was in the middle trying to calm them down and managed to 
stop a big brawl. The player was suspended for a few years 
by the tribunal but the linesman took out a civil action 
against him. He had to appear in the Morwell Magistrates 
Court. | was asked to testify on his behalf but | refused 
because he was guilty in my opinion. | thought “Why should | 
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make a fool of myself? He deserved what he got.” He was 
found guilty and ordered to pay compensation to the 
linesman to cover his dental expenses. The player 
disappeared two days later and | never saw him again. 


During my first year as president of Morwell Falcons, we 
finished third. The club’s turnover for the year 1970 *** was 
$5000. Our assets included two sets of cheap T-shirts, 
supplied by Bisleri, worth about $70 and four or five soccer 
balls. There was $100 in the bank and about $150 in stock. 
So the club’s total value was $250 after my first year as 
president. After 10 months of being president | was not 
happy. | told the committee “You had better find another 
president for the 1971 season” *** 


The club was so badly run that there was only one junior 
team, at under-14 level. One match | watched they lost 14-0. 
And they never won a game all season. It was very 
depressing. In December 1970, a couple of soccer club 
committee members visited me at home. After a couple of 
bottles of wine, they convinced me to stay on as president 
for another year. | agreed and told them: “On one condition- 
that we build a winning team.” | insisted on good players, 
not dirty ones. And | wanted players of different nationalities 
willing to work hard at training and blend in with the 
community. We decided to approach players from the 
stronger Valley clubs. Frank chose them and | handled the 
paperwork. We signed seven players and got rid of three for 
the new season. 


| also tackled the junior set-up, asking a couple of people 
who were interested in coaching at this level to help out. The 
1971 season was the start of the long and successful rise to 
fame of Morwell Falcons. We didn't have any clubrooms so 
after games we would go to the Morwell Hotel on the Princes 
Highway to celebrate. We would get fish and chips in 
newspaper and the players, committee and supporters 
would have a lot of fun. We were on top of the league from 
the first game to the last so we became Latrobe Valley 
champions for the first time. Although we made the finals of 
three cups we lost them all except one - the Masut Cup, 
organised by the Falcons in memory of a committee 


member, John Masut. He was killed while working at 
Hazelwood Power Station. 


By mid-1971, the team had a good Maltese flavour. But the 
secretary's job was still a headache *** until | met Charlie 
Zammit. Charlie was involved with Pegasus, another club 
with Maltese affiliations. Our goalkeeper, Joe Sciberras, 
introduced Charlie after a game. | invited him to be our 
secretary. He agreed. That was the beginning of Charlie’s 
long and outstanding service to the Falcons. We also became 
good friends. He was a shift worker with the SEC and had a 
lot of time to spare which benefited the club. Charlie put in 
a lot of time improving our relations with the Latrobe Valley 
Soccer Federation. At last, the Italian community were happy 
and proud. They didn’t have to get upset with the referees 
any more because we were winning. 


The Latrobe Valley Soccer Federation was not happy with our 
improvement, however. We would receive fines for any 
reason- for example if we were two minutes late ringing 
through our results we were fined $50. But other clubs who 
were half an hour late got off scot-free. Frank Marsili was a 
good administrator but hot-tempered and every time we 
were fined he wanted to protest. He also argued about the 
referee when we lost. | was always unhappy when we lost 
but | could take it and learn from it. | would ask players and 
coaches who understood the game why we lost - try and 
pick their brain. 


After the success of 1971, we took the players on an end-of- 
season trip to Griffith in the Riverina of NSW. Frank and | 
organised the trip in conjunction with a club call lugaly. 
They had a huge social club with poker machines. The 
president was Mr Rossetto whose family owned a winery, 
which we visited on the Saturday. Mr Del Piano, who was the 
team manager of the soccer club and also the Bisleri Riverina 
Agent *** had helped to organise the trip and their team was 
sponsored by Bisleri, the same as the Falcons. But we didn't 
get any money, only two sets of playing strips. We bought 
and drank a lot of wine. The only problem was that most of 
the players got drunk and we lost the Bisleri Cup when we 
played on the Sunday 2-3 ***. But we didn't care because we 


all had a good weekend which we talked about for years 
after. 


In 1972, we continued to dominate in the Valley. We won all 
the cups - the Charity Bowl, the Battle of Britain Cup and the 
Tara Valley Cup. But we were runners-up in the league 
because we had to play the eventual winners Newborough in 
the final game of the season. They were a point in front 
going into the match but we were confident of winning. We 
got a shock when we arrived at the ground and discovered 
the referee was a life member of Newborough Soccer Club. 
Despite all this the match ended in a draw and we had two 
goals disallowed. That’s how we lost the 1972 league title. 


The following season we never lost a match and scored 
more than 100 goals - a record. It was obvious we were too 
strong for the Latrobe Valley, not only for the clubs but for 
the referees and administration. We also won a Special 
Italian challenge cup organised by the Italian consulate in 
Melbourne and the reserve title. For the four years | was 
president from 1970-73, the juniors went from strength to 
strength. In October 1973, Morwell Falcons decided by a 
small majority to apply for membership of the Victorian 
Soccer Federation’s Provisional League, effectively ending 
ties with the Latrobe Valley with Seniors and Reserves, and 
leave the Juniors affiliated in the Latrobe Valley 
competitions. The application was approved. The decision 
upset four committee members who resigned because they 
did not want to compete in a bigger league and spend time 
raising the extra money required. This allowed me to recruit 
replacements from other ethnic backgrounds to our home 
games. The move to the Melbourne-based competition 
meant we had to find a new home ground because the one 
at Maryvale was not enclosed. 


Frank Marsili and | explained our problem to the Morwell 
Shire Council CEO Reg Lord and engineer Graham Richy. 
They congratulated us on our successful application as it 
also meant playing in a higher competition would bring 
more business to the Latrobe Valley. They told us to play at 
Ronald Reserve in Vary Street, Morwell. The ground was only 
three years old and was built for the best soccer club in 


Morwell so naturally we were the top club in Morwell *** but 
it meant that the club playing there, Pegasus, had to leave 
and move to our Maryvale ground, which was much worse 
than they had been used to. 


Frank and | were shocked when we heard this because 
Pegasus had been one of our biggest rivals. There was no 
love lost between us because some of their best players had 
joined Morwell Falcons and we had grabbed No. 1 spot in 
Morwell from them. If we had accepted the shire’s offer it 
would certainly started a war between us which we did not 
want. But we knew of another suitable reserve on the south 
side of Morwell called Keegan Street Reserve. It had just 
been completed and was only being used in the summer by 
the Morwell Athletic Club. It was an oval, big enough for a 
soccer ground, with a small athletics track around it. The 
grass was excellent and it had a two-metre high fence which 
enabled us to charge admission. There was plenty of off- 
street car parking. 


So we went back to the Shire Council officer who said they 
would pass on our request to the athletic club. After a week, 
the news was good - the club had agreed to share their 
facilities. It was a great relief to me because | didn’t want 
any trouble with Pegasus. 


By 1974 Falcons had five junior teams and my two sons 
Stephen and Anthony, played for a while. Even though the 
club was successful, | did not enjoy being president because 
| copped all the complaints. Even with a successful club, 
there are still people who think they can run it better. 
Parents complained constantly that their sons missed 
playing opportunities and | always had to be calm and 
patient with everybody. Falcons had the best organised 
junior teams in the Valley - we know that because numbers 
grew every season. We started producing our own players 
for the two senior teams. 


We made our Provisional League debut at home to South 
Dandenong on Saturday April 6th, 1974. Unfortunately, we 
lost by a single goal. The following week we played in 
Geelong and lost again, 2-1. The third game continued the 


trend, losing 1-0 at home to Central Altona. The next game 
we travelled to Melton and lost by the same margin, we 
suffered the same fate in our fifth match, and at home to 
league champions Frankston Pines, losing again by the odd 
goal. After five weeks Geelong was on top of the ladder with 
10 points. We had no points at the other end or the table. 
On May 11, we were away to Fawkner and I'll never forget it. 
We won 4-3 and we didn’t lose again for the rest of the 
season. 


The other clubs in the league included Hamlyn Rangers from 
Geelong, Geelong, Carlton, Werribee, Nunawading and 
Langwarrin, who we played at home in the last game, 
winning 5-2. After the match everybody came round to my 
house for a spaghetti night. Maureen had never cooked so 
much spaghetti in her life. There was spaghetti with 
bolognaise sauce, with sugar, milk, whatever they wanted 
put in. We had to wait a couple of hours for the other 
results. We were second to Geelong by just a point before 
the final round. Geelong was away to Carlton and lost! So 
they lost their last match of the season which meant we 
were champions. Our reserves also won the league title o 
there were double celebrations. 


After 10 years in Australia, Frank Marsili decided to return to 
Italy because his father-in-law was seriously ill. That was a 
big shock because we had become good friends and he was 
ideal around the soccer club. But that’s life and | had to 
accept it. Frank had married his wife Carla in Italy and they 
were childless until arriving in Australia when they had three 
children in quick succession. He had also built up a 
successful insurance and travel business in Buckley St, 
Morwell. Frank's departure forced me to change the 
coaching setup for the 1975 season. We were still in 
Provisional League because there was no automatic 
promotion to the Metropolitan League Division Four. | did a 
lot of lobbying with VSF president Theo Marmaras to try to 
change the rules. Also when | was in Melbourne | would take 
board members to lunch to win their support. Most agreed 
there should have been automatic promotion but it was a 
matter of changing the constitution at the Annual General 
Meeting which required a 75 per cent majority. 


Our growing strength started to cause problems locally 
because Yallourn had been playing in the Metropolitan 
League Second Division for some years. They were the 
strongest club in the Latrobe Valley but their domination 
was dwindling because the township had been built by the 
SEC on top of huge brown coal deposits. Just as the town 
was disappearing off the map so too was its soccer club. In 
1973 | was an observer at the VSF Annual Meeting when 
Yallourn official Mr Wilson moved a motion to stop 
automatic promotion from the Provisional League. Frankston 
City seconded the motion. The following year the same 
motion was moved by other clubs. Once again the motion 
was successful and we remained in the Provisional League 
but | kept on lobbying and never gave up. 


Some Yallourn players approached us. | checked them out 
and if they were better than what we had | would sign them 
up. So they got weaker and we got stronger. Three of their 
top players joined us in 1974. At the end of that season, 
Yallourn organised a round-robin competition between 
themselves, Falcons and a select team from all the other 
Valley clubs. It was a night tournament which attracted huge 
crowds. People wanted to know who the best team in the 
Latrobe Valley was. Yallourn’s reputation was at stake as 
they had been the best for 20 years. Falcons won all their 
games. We beat the select team 6-1 and Yallourn in both the 
round-robin match and in the final. 


In 1975, | asked the shire council for another ground, this 
time with some land so we could develop the facilities slowly 
as finance became available. After a month, the shire 
engineer Mr Richy showed me three options. The guided 
tour took two hours. The first option was Ronald Reserve 
which we could move onto straight away because it already 
had a soccer pitch. The second was in west Morwell where 
five acres could be set aside but we would have to wait two 
years. The third was at North Crinigan Road, of which we 
could have 10 acres of a 30 acre site. The problem was we 
had to wait up to three years before the site was developed. 
When | saw the area, | realised this had the best potential to 
develop into a sporting complex. | told Mr Richy the club 


was prepared to wait. He helped me hammer in four pegs 
marking out where the main pitch would be. It was good to 
know the future direction of the club but | still had to make 
sure we continued to be successful on the field. Paul Tanti 
was named as coach and Henry Richter became the team 
manager. Henry selected the team every Tuesday and any 
problems he had we would solve together. 


The 1975 season kicked off at home to Hamlyn Rangers on 
April 12th. We won well and went straight to the top of the 
ladder where we stayed. The league was made up of the 
same clubs as the previous year. As champions, the others 
tried to knock us off, especially Geelong, Frankston Pines, 
Fawkner and Werribee. We played the entire year as true 
champions, never losing top spot. By beating Frankston 4-3 
in the dying minutes of the second last round, we clinched 
the league title again. We went by bus to St Kilda to 
celebrate at The Ritz in Fitzroy St where we saw a striptease 
show and had dinner. The first person drunk was Henry 
Richter and he was also the first to be thrown out of the 
hotel. | remember he was outside crying like a little boy. The 
only ones sober were I, Charlie Zammit, the treasurer Tony 
Marino and the team captain Ken Parker. We kept everybody 
under control until the bus was ready to take us home but 
we still stopped at three pubs on the way. 


Yallourn wanted revenge in October so the round-robin 
tournament was on again. We were happy to accept. The 
evening matches attracted huge crowds again and we 
confirmed we were still the best by winning. Despite our 
successes, we continued to play in the Provisional League in 
1976, against the same 12 clubs. Henry Richter resigned as 
team manager because he couldn't handle the pressure too 
well but stayed involved with the club. We had eight junior 
teams, including an under-20 team in the Metropolitan 
League. Joe Fodor, who had coached Adelaide City, was 
appointed manager-coach. He had not coached for fur years 
and was about 50. His assistant was Fred Kaminski, who had 
captained the Falcons from 1969-72. After just 10 games Joe 
had a minor heart attack and resigned. Fred didn’t want to 
take over but | convinced him so he became our team 
manager-coach. 


The season proved very competitive with Falcons finishing 
second to Geelong by a point. | had taken a month off to go 
to Italy for my sister Miranda’s wedding and while | was 
away we lost a couple of games. It was disappointing not to 
win the league for the third successive time and morale was 
low because there was no automatic promotion. The North 
Crinigan Road ground was progressing with the shire council 
spending money on roads, electricity, water and preparing 
the playing surface. | employed an engineer to draw up 
plans for the new complex as | had secured the lease. 


In October, the VSF secretary George Wallace wrote that 
North Carlton had been expelled from the Metropolitan 
League and a vacancy existed in the fourth division. He 
invited us to apply to fill the vacancy within three weeks. | 
sent Secretary Charlie Zammit to Melbourne the next day to 
deliver a letter of intent to Mr Wallace. Charlie, Henry Richter 
and myself began immediately putting together a 
comprehensive application with help from the Federal MP for 
MacMillan, Barry Simmons, who was also secretary to the 
then Prime Minister, Malcolm Fraser. The shire council CEO 
Ron Waters and Mr Richy were also at the meeting. We made 
sure the application was first-class. We were one of 20 
applicants for the vacancy and we were fortunate to get ona 
shortlist of four - Geelong, the 1976 champions, Frankston 
Pines, 1973 winners, Fawkner, who had finished in the top 
four for the past four seasons and ourselves, champions in 
1974 and 1975 and runners-up in 1976. They chose us! 
Geelong was very upset in missing out on the promotion- in 
fact they wanted to sue the Federation! At the Annual 
Meeting in 1976 Yallourn and Frankston once again raised 
the issue of promotion from the Provisional League. This 
time, however, it was finally defeated by 75 per cent of the 
clubs. So my long time lobbying came to a reality. *** 


Back at Morwell, | had to find a new coach for the 1977 
season so | promoted John Lawson, our under-20s coach. He 
was well-respected in the Latrobe Valley and had coached 
Newborough’s senior team. Promotion to fourth division 
meant w were up against new opponents - Doncaster, 
Sandringham, Monash University, Caulfield City, Clayton, 


South Yarra, Corio-Geelong, Rosebud, Melbourne University, 
Mornington and Ballarat. We went into the competition with 
a lot of confidence but we soon got a shock. In our first 
match, away to Doncaster, we lost by a goal. Against Ballarat 
in the next game at home, we lost 2-1. In the third game 
against Sandringham we lost by the odd goal again. The 
following week, at home to South Yarra, we lost again by a 
goal. So after our first four matches in a new competition, 
we were at the bottom of the table. We were all very worried 
- the coach, the committee, the players and the fans. When 
things didn’t go well at the club, | had to shoulder all the 
responsibility because no-one could give me good advice. 
They would just talk and do nothing. | decided not to wait 
for a miracle to happen. The Monday after our fourth defeat 
| was on the phone looking for a good striker. | signed an 
attacking midfielder, Sasha Pavlavic, from Yallourn. | also 
arranged to meet John Oliphant, of Slavia- Prahran Soccer 
Club in the State League, on the Wednesday. Mr Oliphant 
imported many players from the United Kingdom to 
Australia. *** 


After a two-hour meeting we went to lunch near Olympic 
Park not far from his office. He had offered to sell me David 
Kelly, who was 21.1 went to see him later that afternoon. He 
had been married for less than a year and was completely 
broke so he was pleased to sign the contract. | told him | 
would pick him up on Saturday morning in time for our 
home match against Caulfield. | also had to speak with the 
Slavia coach, Ken Kontra, to agree on a transfer fee. On 
Friday night Charlie Zammit and | visited our coach, John 
Lawson. | took a bottle of whiskey for him and a box of 
chocolates for his wife. He was shocked because he believed 
that we were there to sack him because we had lost four ina 
row. | assured him he would be coaching us for the rest of 
the season and said we had two new players. | urged him to 
play Kelly and Pavlavic the following day. 


We beat Caulfield 2-0, our first win in the new league, and 
our two new recruits scored the goals. The following week, 
we beat Rosebud 4-0. It was our first away win in division 
four and David Kelly and his wife Sue moved to Morwell, 
where I gave David a job in the factory. | also signed another 


Slavia player, David Macfarland, a few weeks later. After the 
opening loses, we kept on winning and ended up being 
promoted to the third division after finishing second to 
Doncaster Rovers on goal difference. The committee worked 
hard to prepare for the 1978 season, buying transportable 
buildings which we erected at our ground in North Crinigan 
Road and giving us our first clubrooms, kitchen and bar. We 
soon had a membership of 250 and money started to roll in. 
It was needed because the expenses were growing and the 
Morwell shire was pushing ahead with the new pitch. 


At the October Annual Meeting, we replaced two of the 
committee. We needed a new senior coach so we advertised 
and got quite a few applications, all from Melbourne. One of 
the applicants was Mel Strong, from New Zealand, who was 
recommended by the State Director of Coaching, Ron Smith. 
Mel got the job as manager-coach ahead of former Socceroo 
Hammy MacMeechan and former Juventus star Rocky 
Frangioni. We also found Mel a job in a local school. He 
arrived in January 1978 and started training on the 18th as 
we wanted the players fit for the start of the season. He 
wanted them to train more than twice. Two were good, 
young players but very stubborn - and their fathers, Raphael 
Di Guilio and Joe Flanagan, were on the committee! They 
Started to create a problem but | could handle them. | told 
the coach | would back him. 


Division three consisted of Broadmeadows, Doncaster, 
Prahran, South Melbourne, Essendon, Coburg, Chelsea, 
Heidelberg, Mooroolbark, Moorabbin and Yallourn, who had 
been relegated. This meant there would be two derbies in 
the Latrobe Valley. We started well with three wins and a 
draw from the first five games. My brother John and | 
headed off to Europe on business for three weeks. While | 
was away the team lost all three games. | didn’t know why 
until | returned. Club secretary Charlie Zammit was waiting 
on the doorstep when | arrived at 10am. He told me there 
were a lot of problems in the club. A committee meeting had 
been held every 2-3 days while | was away. The committee 
started to tell the coach what he was doing wrong and he 
refused their advice so they sacked him. But he refused to 


leave telling the players: “Mr Di Fabrizio hired me and | will 
not go until he tells me.” 


Overall, on my first day home, up to nine committee 
members visited me so | organised a meeting for 5pm. It 
was then | realised how important | was to the club because 
without me they were good for nothing. In other words, as 
they say in Australia: “They couldn't organise a chook raffle.” 
Nine of the committee wanted to resign unless | sacked the 
coach but after | had heard all their problems, | had to make 
a quick decision. The players wouldn’t train until they were 
told and the soccer writer from the Latrobe Valley Express 
was waiting for my decision. | went to sit in my car to make 
my mind up. It was then that | made the biggest mistake of 
my life. | sacked the coach in front of the players. The club 
captain, Ken Parker, walked out and said he was not coming 
back. The assistant coach Lely Cassar and Nigel Lawson, the 
son of the former coach, also left. The next day | appointed 
a team manager August Biguerra and a physical coach 
Salvinio Del Colle. They went well for about four weeks but 
August became sick, was diagnosed with cancer and died 
two weeks later. It was a big shock for everybody especially 
me because | had my eye on him to replace me as club 
president. 


Although we won most of our remaining games, we missed 
out on promotion by one point, finishing third. For the first 
time since 1971 we failed to finish first or second. It was a 
big disappointment to me. South Melbourne and Doncaster 
were promoted. | 


The following year, | reorganised the committee, bringing in 
six new members. | also appointed a new manager-coach 
and player Sandy Irvine. He was a former Socceroo and had 
been player-coach of Frankston City. | did all the 
arrangements for him and his family to live in the Valley, 
with a little help from Charlie Zammit. 


| didn’t want to stay in division three. | wanted to leap-frog 
Yallourn and become No. 1 club in Gippsland by getting 
promotion to division two. | had complete control of players 
and coaching staff. Division three consisted of: Coburg, 


Broadmeadows, Brighton, Eltham, Prahran, Yallourn, 
Fawkner, Chelsea, Mooroolbark, Park Rangers and 
Heidelberg. We were back to our winning ways in 1979. The 
top eight teams were very competitive and we were always 
first or second. After the final round we finished second to 
Park Rangers on goal difference and won promotion, again. 
Sandy Irvine and his players did a good job and | looked 
after them by giving them a bonus. But it was exhausting for 
me and some of the committee. 


| got a building permit and $60,000 grant from Morwell 
Shire in January 1980 to build new dressing rooms, toilets 
and showers at North Crinigan Road Reserve. | took full 
control of the building to make sure we got value for money. 
The cash was only used for materials which we could not get 
donated and for some labour. We built a covered terrace to 
hold 1000 spectators as well as public toilets. There was 
also an office and a large kitchen. In all, the ground could 
accommodate 3000. | worked on the project every weekend 
in 1979 and | arranged for 8500 hours of voluntary labour 
from club members and supporters. | would spend a couple 
of hours on the phone every Thursday night to organise the 
labour for the following week. The first stage of the building 
project lasted 12 months. It was a real community effort. 


The second stage was a 38 metres x 20 metres hall with a 
capacity of 600, as well as a bar for up to six barmen anda 
kitchen. On top of this, there was to be a storeroom and 
freezers. In early 1980, the designs which | had organised 
were approved by the various appropriate authorities. | 


Shooting For the Stars 


My next step was to organise a $140,000 loan from the 
Westpac bank. As a guarantee | offered my beach house at 
Inverloch and 10 hectares of land in Morwell. Secretary 
Charlie Zammit offered his beach house at Rosebud as a 
second mortgage. 


| also agreed that if anything went wrong Charlie’s house 
would be safe. | wanted to take full responsibility with the 


bank but it was still nice of Charlie to offer his house. No 
other committee member wanted to take the risk. | was the 
only one who was prepared to push for better things for the 
club but when we succeeded everyone wanted to take the 
credit and be recognised. 


The 1980 season continued our winning ways ***. In the 11 
years under my presidency, Morwell Falcons had finished as 
champions or runners-up nine times. It was a record of 
which | was proud. Sandy Irvine was appointed player-coach 
for the 1980 season in the second division but | needed five 
new players. One was Jim Armstrong, a centre-forward with 
Juventus in the State League. Park Rangers, who were 
promoted from division three, gave us a lot of problems. We 
celebrated at the end of the season in September after 
winning promotion to division one and the following month | 
started to build the new complex. | took full control of the 
project to make sure the money was used wisely. We worked 
every weekend for 12 months. | also organise another 
14,000 hours of voluntary labour from members and 
supporters. 


In October 1981 the clubrooms were complete and Morwell 
Falcons had by far the finest sporting complex in the 
Latrobe Valley. As for soccer clubs, our facilities were close 
to being the best in Victoria. 


But on the field, things didn’t go well in 1981. Soccer 
suffered because we concentrated or efforts on the building 
because we wanted to use it to reduce the interest at the 
bank which was growing. We decided the committee would 
look after the players’ affairs while | concentrated on the 
building. | did all the recruiting including former Socceroo 
Jim Mackay, Pat McLeanly and goalkeeper Billy Whiteside. | 
didn’t go to any away games during the season because | 
was more concerned with the building. But once again, when 
| was not in charge, it didn’t take long for things to go 
wrong. The problems began in the second half of the 
season. Both Jim Mackay and Jim Armstrong were sacked, 
causing Sandy Irvine to resign in protest. By the time | 
intervened, it was too late and none of them would come 
back. There was nothing | could do. | think we finished fifth 
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on the ladder that season but it was one season | prefer to 
forget. 


But it wasn’t all bad news because the Victorian Soccer 
Federation asked us to apply to join the State League for the 
1982 season. The reason for the vacancy was because 
Ringwood City had finished second last and should have 
been relegated. But one of their players, Brian Sinclair, had 
threatened legal action against the controlling body. To 
avoid the legal expense, the VSF decided to extend the 
league from 12 to 14 teams. This meant they kept Ringwood 
in the league and had to find another club. Morwell applied 
and again | took control. | did a lot of lobbying and it paid 
off again. We were chosen as the best candidate. It was a 
great achievement. | had taken the club from a modest 
country town to the pinnacle of soccer in the state. For the 
first time | felt very proud to be the president of such a club. 
| knew deep down if | had not been there and not attracted 
the right people we would have still been playing in the local 
league and our fans would have run out of finger nails to 
bite. 


But there was no time to relax. We were in State League now 
and we had to perform. We needed a new coach and players 
for the club to do well. We had to start making money from 
the clubrooms. Priority was a full liquor licence. At our 
Annual Meeting in November 1981, Charlie Zammit stood 
down as secretary after 11 years to take over as club 
manager. It was an important position because the 
clubrooms had to generate money. | knew | could trust 
Charlie. Henry Richter took over as secretary. He knew what 
to do and what the club needed. Our first function was a 
cabaret ball in November which attracted 630 people **™. It 
was a record for a one-off night in Morwell. We were told it 
would take four months to get a liquor licence but in the 
meantime we had special police permits. 


The clubrooms were officially opened by my wife Maureen 
on February 20, 1982. The committee chose Maureen - | had 
nothing to do with it - and | was very proud because of all 
the sacrifices her and the children had made while | was 
working on the project. There were 500 at the opening 


ceremony. Three games were played on the day - the 
seniors beat the VSF Youth team 2-1. It was a memorable 
day with parachutists dropping in and army reservists 
helping out. In my speech | predicted the Falcons would win 
the title by 1984 - how was that for a guess? 


David O'Connor, who had played National League with 
Canberra and Preston, was appointed manager-coach. 
Although he had only coached lower league clubs Richmond 
and Sunshine, he was very enthusiastic and was the best 
applicant. We recruited 10 players, including Sandy Irvine. 
The State League teams included: Albion Rovers, George 
Cross, Frankston City, Northcote City, Ringwood City, 
Doveton, Green Gully, Juventus, Hellas-Hakoah, Melbourne 
Croatia, Maribyrnong Polonia, Sunshine City and Croydon. 


We played Melbourne Croatia at home in our opening game. 
We signed Noel Mitten a few days before the game but they 
refused to release him until after we had played. It was 
strange but that’s the way it went in those days. After about 
30 minutes there was no score and then the rain came in 
torrents. In just a few minutes the ground was flooded. The 
referee stopped the match for about 25 minutes until the 
water disappeared. The match re-started and we took a 
beating 6-1. It'was the worst defeat in all the years | had at 
the club but we learned a lot from it because we started 
playing well from that game on. We had improved so much 
that in the return match at Olympic Park in Melbourne we 
won 2-1. We played well against all our rivals except for 
Green Gully, to whom we lost 3-0 at home and drew away. In 
our debut season we finished fourth and were runners-up 
for the State League Cup. 


Croatia, who finished second in the league, went down 2-1 
again to us in the cup semi-finals. The cup final was against 
Green Gully and we lost 3-1. But it was nothing to be 
ashamed of because we had achieved more than anyone had 
dreamed of in the first year in the top company. *** 


The liquor licence application was the club’s first setback. 
The owners of the three Morwell hotels as well as the 
hotelier in Churchill objected. It was the first time anybody 


had objected to anything in the Latrobe Valley because we 
always worked together in the small community. Maybe we 
were growing too quickly and they were afraid to lose some 
of their business to us. | didn’t see any logic in it because we 
were attracting hundreds of visitors to our home games and 
most of them stopped for counter meals or teas at these 
pubs. Some even booked in for the weekend. We were 
attracting visitors’ spending money in Morwell and | just 
couldn't understand. The matter was heard by a top 
barrister, Brian Bourke, who told us we had nothing to worry 
about. Three days before the court case we got a letter from 
Mr Bourke stating one of the Morwell hotels was owned by a 
large group of companies which he worked for in other 
areas of Victoria and was unable to represent us because he 
would lose the other business. 


| was called to give evidence on the morning of the first day. 
Charlie Zammit and Henry Richter appeared in the 
afternoon. The next morning, before the court case started, 
the judges summoned our solicitor to their chambers. He 
was told that the hotels had employed a Melbourne private 
detective to attend our home games. We had a licence to sell 
liquor from S5pm-7pm on match days. The matches finished 
about 4.50pm. One day we opened the bar five minutes 
early and this detective took a photo of someone buying a 
beer at 4.56pm. The clock was just behind the bar so the 
time was not in doubt. The opposition solicitor was very 
good and used this evidence. The judge told our solicitor 
that as | was the club president and | told them the club had 
never broken the law | could probably go to jail. One of the 
other judges suggested we wait another 12 months and 
submit another application, making sure we obeyed the law 
until we faced court again. 


We had no option but to take the judge’s advice. It was a big 
setback for the club because the interest rate at the bank 
was more than 20 per cent. The loan was increasing rather 
than reducing. = 

After the 1982 season, most of the players, committee and a 
few supporters went to Hong Kong for 10 days. We had a 
good holiday and a lot of fun. It started when one of the 
players was robbed of his passport and money in Manila. 
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When we arrived in Hong Kong he was thrown in jail. We 
were supposed to play a game but the players drank too 
much and the match was cancelled. When we came back | 
replaced David O’Connor with Tony Boggi as general 
manager-coach. Tony had extensive experience, coaching 
Juventus and winning the State League title a couple of 
times. 


But 1983 would not be as good as 1982. A few players had 
problems with Tony Boggi so | had to sack them. Money was 
also a problem as | diverted some to pay for the liquor 
licensing legal fees. In the end we finished mid-table. It was 
disappointing. The clubroom was not utilised to its best 
advantage because we had to make sure we didn't break the 
law with the licensing hours. | also went back and forth to 
Melbourne lobbying for a cause, especially with Sports 
Minister Neil Tresize, as well as other politicians who | 
thought could help. | also visited the managers of the three 
hotels in Morwell and Churchill before | re-applied to make 
sure they were not going to object again because | didn't 
want to waste more money. The Churchill Hotel owner — 
withdrew first, telling me he would not give me any more 
problems. In the end, only one remained defiant. The owner 
was from Melbourne and he was difficult to contact. Every 
time | made an appointment he brushed me aside. In 
November 1982, we re-applied for the liquor licence but the 
club was told because the Victorian Government was 
reviewing the rules and regulations we had to wait about 
eight months for a hearing. There was no short cut, we had 
to wait. 


Tony Boggi and | had a long talk. We discussed how the club 
could be more successful in 1984. He suggested | appoint a 
manager-coach and as many players as possible who would 
live in Morwell. We shook hands and parted company. Wally 
Dean, a committee member for four years and | discussed 
possible contenders for the coaching job. Jimmy Dunne's 
name came up. He was an Irishman who played professional 
soccer in England for a few years and came to Australia to 
play in the National League. He had returned to Torquay in 
England after breaking his leg for Brisbane City against 
Footscray JUST in Melbourne. *** We knew he had coaching 


ability as he had played professionally in England. | got his 
phone number from Green Gully coach Bobby McLachlan, a 
former Scottish professional, who had arranged for Jimmy to 
play in Australia two years earlier. | rang Jimmy and had a 
long conversation with him. He told me he would come ora 
week to meet me in person and look at the Morwell set-up. 
He paid his own airfare and if he liked it | had to pay for him 
and his family to come out. 


Two days later | picked him up at Tullamarine Airport. He 
didn’t want to stay at a hotel; instead he stayed at Wally 
Dean’s for the two days he was in the Latrobe Valley. | took 
him to the clubrooms, he walked around the ground on his 
own and then he asked me a lot of questions. The night he 
couldn't sleep because of jetlag so he went for a walk and 
was stopped by the police. They asked him a lot of 
questions which, of course, he couldn’t answer. They 
thought he and his thick Irish accent were very strange. 


The next day he met more committee members and some 
players. He was supposed to stay for a week but by the end 
of the day he said he was happy with everything. We shook 
hands and he said he would return with his family as soon 
as possible. He was back within a month. He started working 
with the players immediately and after a week he told me 
which players to offer contracts to and which he didn’t want 
for the 1984 season. As well, he suggested we import an 
English player Russell Athersych. He also recommended | 
should give contracts to two Melbourne-based players, 
Irishmen Gerry Clarke and Stephen Moore. | talked to hem 
Straight away and they wanted to live in Morwell. So the 
contracts were finalised within a week. It took a month for 
Russell Athersych to arrive. 


The squad Jimmy assembled was: Billy Whiteside, Jimmy 
Train, Harry Bingham, John Higham, Gerry Clarke, Emil 
Bruns, Stephen Moore, Effie Cassar, Jim McLean (captain), 
Russell Athersych, lan Stirton, Johnny O'Callaghan, Stan 
Webster, Peter Coady, Tony Van Baar and Chris Kent. | 
bought him a mini-bus and the 14 players selected each 
week had to travel with him to all the away games. A couple 
of them liked a drink but Jimmy was very strict and made 
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sure none of them had alcohol from Friday until after the 
weekend match. He monitored all the players’ movements 
from the Friday afternoon. 


We won 16 games, drew eight and lost only twice in 1984. 
The two defeats were both by a single goal against 
Ringwood and Polonia. Morwell Falcons was the only club 
not to lose at home. The second last game was in 
Melbourne. We led the league by two points and we only 
needed a draw to win the championship. We played Albion 
Rovers, starting very nervously. It was a nail-biting game, 
finishing 0-0. It was the best moment | have ever 
experienced. | remember running onto the ground at the 
final whistle to congratulate Jimmy and the players. We soon 
Started to celebrate. On the way home we stopped at the 
same hotel, near Olympic Park, where | had dinner with Mr 
Oliphant a few years before. We had a good dinner- about 60 
of us players, committee and a few close supporters. Then 
we had a sing-a-long with a group of Austrians who were 
also having dinner there. 


The following week was the last game of the season when 
we attracted a large crowd. We won that game and the 
celebrations continued. Morwell Falcons became the first 
Victorian country club to win the prestigious State League 
championship, snatching victory from 13 Metropolitan clubs. 
The top four positions were: Morwell 40 points, Polonia 37, 
Fawkner 36, and Box Hill 31. — 


But this wasn't all the glory. In the State League Cup semi- 
final we beat Fawkner 9-8 on penalties after extra time. Our 
goalkeeper Billy Whiteside scored the winning penalty. In the 
final, on October 6th, we beat Maribyrnong Polonia 1-0. The 
day before Jimmy McLean won the Rothmans Gold Medal for 
being the best player in Victoria. Two weeks earlier Stephen 
Moore had been named runner-up in the Bill Fleming Medal. 
So all-in-all 1984 was avery successful year. *** 


*** Meantime, the liquor licensing saga continued to drain 
the club’s finances. | started to get very nervous in October 
because we had an inexperienced barrister handling the 
case. Eventually the case was held in Victoria Parade, 
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Melbourne and we had to be there for three days. On the 
first day, the judge told us to modify the clubroom’s toilets 
as we had no provision for handicapped people. | changed 
the drawings in two days - | worked all the weekend, 24 
hours non-stop. The following day, which was a Monday, we 
were in court again, and then the verdict came late in the 
afternoon. We could start operating as a fully licensed club 
in one *** time. That was the biggest relief in my life. It was 
like removing a one tonne rock from my body. | even cried 
with the judge gave his verdict. It was the worst, more 
frustrating two years of my life. It was such a waste of a club 
worth half a million dollars which were unable to use to its 
fullest potential. *** The legal fees alone cost more than 
$60,000. And, because we had the cost of building more 
toilets, the club was more than $270,000 in the red. The 
bank was not worried because they had my personal 
guarantees. 


| had been president of the club for 14 years and | was very 
exhausted so | decided to take two years off. With the club 
operating every day we had a good income and a top team. 
We were offered promotion to the National League but | left 
the decision to the committee. As | had stepped down, no- 
one wanted to take the responsibility of taking the club to 
the higher level. So they decided to stay in the State League, 
Footscray JUST was the happiest club. They had finished last 
in the National League and our decision saved them from 
being relegated. And | went for a long holiday in 1985. 


1984 was the VSF’s Centenary Year and | was elected on the 
Board of Management of the VSF. So | was travelling many 
evenings for meetings in Melbourne. *** (where does this 
fit??) 


Flying with the Falcons 


My retirement as president of Morwell Falcons in November 
1984 left a big hole in my life. | had more time to devote to 
the business which was important because we had plenty of 
work. And | had more time to spend at home with my family. 
| had been very active with the club for 14 years, being 
responsible for the day-to-day decision making and 


planning. On top of this, | had to motivate the members to 
make sure things were completed. The 15-strong 
committee, including myself, was made up of a senior 
president, a junior vice-president, a secretary, a treasurer 
and aclub manager, who helped the ladies auxiliary. Other 
committee members had duties such as looking after the 
bar and rostering help; team manager in charge of all the 
players and coaching staff; player recruitment both in 
Australia and overseas along with the coach and myself. 
(When we needed a player for a specialist position, we 
already knew the man we wanted and at the right price.) 


Public relations and the media was also handled by one of 
the committee as was junior development, maintenance of 
the facilities and ground plus gate takings on match days. 
Other committee members carried out fundraising duties 
such as bingo, raffles, memberships and season tickets. 
Volunteers also played a key role in sub-committees. Their 
work allowed the club to prosper. Ladies were rostered ona 
voluntary basis in the kitchen and men gave their services 
free behind the bar. 


| left this all behind me when | resigned with the intention of 
never going back as president because the club was in good 
hands. The new president was Joe Marino, the man who | 
replaced in 1970. He went back to Italy with his family but 
after a year they returned. The difference in those 15 years 
was that when | took over the club had nothing and when | 
left we had assets worth $1 million, which club members 
had built up. In addition, the Shire of Morwell had 
contributed about the same amount in roads and excavation 
work. So all together, the Crinigan Road complex was worth 
about $2 million when | left. But we did owe $270,000 to the 
bank and a few members. | also left behind a championship- 
winning team, with many valuable players and a great coach 
who had won the State League title. In summing up, the 
business was highly profitable. 


The new committee did not have to buy any players because 
the existing team was good enough. Everything was there 
for the club to carry on from where we left off. Morwell 
started off well in the pre-season competition, the Buffalo 


Cup. It was played between the top four Victorian teams in 
the State and National leagues. Morwell was the only State 
League survivor in the semi-finals but we lost to Melbourne 
Croatia by the odd goal in extra time. Under Coach Jimmy 
Dunne, the team made a good start in defence of the State 
League title. They were very competitive and held second 
spot from Croydon City from early in the season. 


My life changed without the soccer club involvement. | 
enjoyed the extra time | had to myself and | only went to 
watch the games as a spectator. I was re-elected to the 
Victorian Soccer Federation Board of Management which 
meant travelling to Melbourne for three meetings a month. | 
enjoyed that involvement for many reasons. The VSF was 
well managed. We were the best in Australia. Most of the 
credit was due to our Chairman Michael Weinstein who was 
very dedicated and had a lot of soccer experience. He was 
also vice-president of the Australian Soccer Federation. He 
handled board meetings very well considering some board 
members lacked common sense and were disruptive towards 
the progress of the game. *** They were only there for self- 
interest. We also had a good Chief Executive Officer in 
George Wallace, who had been secretary for 18 years. He 
made a good team with Michael Weinstein. Our juniors were 
also among the best in the country. 


That year, Theo Marmaras, known as the “Father of Soccer in 
Victoria’, died. He was a former VSF chairman and president 
and had been South Melbourne president for many years. He 
also was a patron, life member and trustee of the VSF anda 
real gentleman. Michael Weinstein asked if | would replace 
Mr Marmaras as a trustee. | said | would, even though | was 
stunned and honoured. 


But things were not going so well at Morwell Falcons. The 
committee had split into two or three groups. Some of the 
volunteers had become disillusioned and had stopped 
helping the club. | don’t know why. President Joe Marino was 
very nice but he couldn't get the best out of the members. 
He failed to give them clear direction about the tasks they 
had been given at the start of the season. He was losing the 
control and confidence of the members. Secretary Theo 


Doucas slowly started to take over control of the club's 
management He had been my secretary in 1984 and he was 
okay. But he was not well liked by some of the committee 
members because of the way he did things. The committee 
was not working as a unit and the club started to lose its 
good reputation and prestige. It was frustrating for me 
because | had worked so hard to achieve those goals. 


In early August, Maureen, | and our youngest son Mark, 15, 
went to Italy for six weeks to visit my mother and relatives. 
We returned in early September. On my first day back at 
work, my office manager Gil Sheppard gave me a two-week 
old cutting from the Latrobe Valley Express sports section. It 
was written by the sports editor Ross Gilmour with a big 
heading “Feathers fly in Falcons nest”. The article suggested 
the club lacked discipline. The committee had banned the 
club captain, Jim McLean, from entering the club's social 
rooms because one of the committee executives had argued 
with Jim’s wife, Sarah, after one of the games. Some of the 
supporters were furious with the way it had been handled. 
Jim McLean was very popular with everybody around the club 
and this caused more disruption in the club. 


But other bad things had happened while | was in Italy. A 
small group of Italian-born fans approached some of our 
players of Italian background who had come through our 
juniors. They wanted to form a new club and had 
approached the Latrobe Valley Soccer League for permission 
which they received. But they had to register themselves as a 
club of the Morwell Shire so they could get a ground. They 
circulated a petition to collect the required number of 
signatures to form a new club, called Morwell Inter. They 
were allocated the Keegan Street Reserve ground which we 
had used in the Provisional League. The kicked off in the 
second division. | could not believe that the Morwell 
president and committee had allowed this to happen. Why 
form a new club when they could have been a part of the 
existing Falcons playing in one competition? We had the 
facilities, resources and the people, why split the club? The 
group who had formed the breakaway were friends with the 
Falcons president Joe Marino. It didn’t make sense! Why did 
they not get together for a couple of nights to work out the 
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problem? Maybe they were too lazy or too stubborn. | also 
blamed the Latrobe Valley Soccer League for not stopping it. 
We already had five soccer clubs in Morwell, with a 
population of less than 25,000 - Morwell Rangers, Pegasus, 
Fortuna, Dinamo and Morwell Falcons. Up to nine Falcons 
junior teams played in the Latrobe Valley. We could easily 
have made room for another couple of teams in the club. But 
it had happened and there was nothing we could do. 


The coach Jimmy Dunne was one of the club’s bright sports. 
He had managed to keep the team together and focussed on 
the job. We had stayed second on the ladder for most of the 
season and that’s where we finished. Croydon City won the 
league and Falcons were runners-up. In the State League 
Cup, we played Box Hill in the final at Fawkner. We lost 1-0 
but played very well and deserved to win. The quality of the 
players at Falcons showed at the Rothman’s Gold Medal 
night. We polled the most voted of any State League club. 
Branko Culina won the award with 27 votes but our players 
finished second, third, fourth and fifth. Jimmy McLean had 
25 voted, Russel Athersych had 24 and Effie Cassar and Emil 
Bruns both polled 23. McLean also won the Bill Fleming 
Medal, voted by the media. 


It wasn’t a successful year financially for the Falcons as, at 
the Annual General Meeting, a $30,000 loss was reported. 
Nothing had been re-paid to the bank, not even the interest. 
The bank started sending me nasty letters, because | was 
their guarantor. Early in 1986, | wrote to the bank explaining 
that | had not been involved in the day-to-day running of the 
club for more than a year and therefore | would only be 
responsible for the $140,000 | had borrowed from them, 
plus the interest. The bank and the club got together and 
agreed on a new 15-month lease with monthly repayments. 
The club virtually washed their hands of my situation. They 
told me if they did not raise the money to meet the bank’s 
demands that was my problem. *** They told me in no 
uncertain terms: “If we make the money okay. If we don't, 
well it’s your fault.” *** So | was stuck with the guarantee 
and there was nothing | could do unless | got involved so | 
just left it. 


In 1986, there were only a couple of committee changes. 
Theo Doucas became the treasurer because Tony Marino 
wanted a rest- he had been my treasurer for 13 years. Chris 
Vokes was elected secretary. Jimmy Dunne returned to 
England on holiday. While he was away, the club started 
selling the best players that | had bought. The captain Jimmy 
McLean went to the champions, Croydon City; Russell 
Athersych to Thomastown; several others moved on; Steven 
Moore had a bad car accident in which he broke both his 
legs- he never played soccer again. Jimmy Dunne wrote a 
letter to the club when he found out about the sale of the 
players. He asked if they were going to be replaced - with 
better players - before he came back. But | believe he was 
told they were sold because they needed money and there 
was no money to replace them. New players would have to 
come from within the club. Jimmy wrote a letter to me 
saying he was not coming back because he had had enough 
of the committee. 


After a couple of weeks of hunting for a replacement, the 
only name to surface was David O’Connor who coached 
Morwell Falcons in 1982. He accepted the job straight away 
but wanted a two-year contract with a clause that he would 
be paid in full if he was sacked. The committee agreed. The 
team started the 1986 season poorly. After eight weeks, 
they had six losses with only one win and a draw. We were at 
the bottom of the ladder and the morale at the club was low. 
| was re-elected to the VSF Board of Management and took 
over as treasurer when John Hodgson became sick and 
resigned. | did not enjoy the position because | had no 
control over finances. All | did was sign the cheques to be 
paid every week. After a few months | told the Board the role 
of treasurer was not satisfactory. It had to be changed but 
they told me that was how it had been done for many years 
and everything was okay. 


Meanwhile, back at the club, a major problem had arisen 
over our large social club hall, the biggest in Gippsland, 
which was hired regularly. These social functions were 
essential because they helped to pay off our bank loans. But 
the problem was that our members could not drink at the 
club bar when the hall was hired out. We only had one bar - 
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and that was in the hall. As a result, we lost a few members 
because we could not let them use the bar seven days a 
week. The committee could not make a decision because 
there was no money available. | told the president, the 
secretary and the treasurer although | didn’t want to get 
involved in the day-to-day running of the club | would help 
solve their problems. | offered to reorganise the premises so 
members could use the facilities seven days a week. | would 
be responsible for all costs associated with the project. They 
agreed, because they had nothing to lose. The plans were 
drawn up in two weeks and | gave three copies to the 
Morwell Shire. The next day the plans were approved and | 
could start building immediately. The first stage was the 
construction of new dressing-rooms and showers at the 
north side of the clubrooms. The foundations were laid by 
volunteers but President Joe Marino paid for the concrete. 
*** paid for all the bricks. Luigi Sola, the vice-president, paid 
for the sand and cement. As a qualified builder, he also gave 
good advice during the project. A good friend of mine, Otto 
Polson, laid the bricks at a low cost. | paid for the roofing 
materials and the plumbing and electrical work was carried 
out by the club members. The dressing room and showers 
were in the main building and had been used for the past six 
years. We moved them to make way for the member’s bar, 
which we began to build as soon as the dressing rooms were 
complete. The new bar, large enough to accommodate three 
barmen, was a lot of hard work. Partitions had to be 
removed and a new carpet, electric lights and ceiling 
installed. The room was big enough for 100 people. Luigi 
Sola handled the joinery work. 


After five months of working every Sunday and a couple of 
nights every week after work, we completed the job. About 
20 people had donated their labour to by the time we had 
finished. The club’s assets were now worth an extra 
$200,000. We all celebrated at an official opening in May. 
Once again, | had to do it all. The bar became popular, the 
club's income rose dramatically and everybody was happy. 


The 1986 season was the club’s 25th anniversary. The 
committee chose a date in September to celebrate the event 
with a gala ball. Federal, State and Local politicians as well 


as soccer VIPs and the press were invited. The committee 
had no money too buy any of the 50 guests and 450 paying 
members a gift. | spent my own money to buy 500 wine 
glasses with the club emblem and date engraved on them. | 
also bought a red rose for every lady present. It was a very 
successful evening. There was also success on the field in 
the second half of the year, finishing fifth on the ladder, 
with lan Stirton as the league’s top goal scorer. 


There were two pitches at North Crinigan Road reserve. 
There was the main pitch for the seniors and reserves and 
the second ground was for the juniors and the youth team. | 
don’t know how it happened but a school Australian Rules 
football team applied to Morwell Shire to take over the 
second pitch. It was approve and it wasn’t long before the 
soccer posts were replaced by four sticks. The Morwell 
Falcons soccer club committee was not strong enough to 
stop them. 


There was another shock at the VSF Annual General Meeting 
on November 13 when Michael Weinstein was replaced as 
chairman by former Socceroo goalkeeper Jack Reilly. | did 
not re-apply for my position on the board because | was 
tired of travelling from Morwell to Melbourne at least once a 
week. | had been doing this 400km round trip for three of 
four years and | had had enough. At the Falcons, Joe Marino 
had finished his two year term as president and made sure 
everyone knew that he’s also had enough. He flatly refused 
to be nominated again. Many club members tried to 
convince me to go back and be president again. But | told 
them | was happy to support the club and give financial 
advice but | didn’t want to get involved in the day-to-day 
running of the club’s affairs again. | kept telling them to find 
someone else. 


At the Annual General Meeting on Sunday November 16, 
1986, there were no nominations for the presidency. There 
were only two applications for the committee! As a result, 
the meeting was adjourned. We came back again on 
December 14. A letter was sent to every financial member 
with an application form requesting nominations for the 
committee. Three days before the meeting a very worried 


Charlie Zammit came to my office. Charlie had served on the 
committee for 15 consecutive years, twelve as my secretary 
and three as club manager. He had been a life member since 
1978. Charlie had some disturbing news - there were still no 
nominations for either president or the committee. At the 
time the club was still more than $300,000 in debt and | was 
guarantor at the bank for most of it with the exception of a 
small amount which Charlie had agreed to. There was a lot 
of dissension among members who claimed Latrobe Valley 
could not support a State League club. And with the club so 
much in the red, they felt it was impossible to survive. Under 
club rules, applications were displayed on the members’ bar 
notice board as soon as they were received. Meantime, | was 
still being bombarded with phone calls from members 
asking me to stand as president. | had to make a decision - 
whether to go to the bank and pay the full amount back 
which the club owed or | could go back as president and 
reorganise the club my way. The first option was possible. | 
had the money to pay the bank and the club had $2 million 
in assets. But | didn’t want to see the club destroyed. 


| knew | could fix the problem easily with a little time and 
the backing of a few loyal people. But | kept asking myself: 
Was it fair to burden my wife and my family with such a 
responsibility? | normally made my decisions quickly but this 
time | kept pondering for many hours. In the end | decided | 
could not let the club and its 10 life members down. They 
had contributed so much to help build a great club and it 
had to go forward for the sake of the members, supporters 
and community. After all, we were the only sporting success 
in country Victoria. On Friday December 12 | came home at 
about 4pm and had a shower. Maureen said: “You're early 
today.” | said: “I’m going to the club for about an hour.” She 
normally asked me why but that night she didn’t! | think she 
knew | was nervous. When | arrived at the club, | took an 
application form and filed it in. | asked the two members 
present at the bar to nominate and second me and | pinned 
the form on the noticeboard. 


My application was the only one. | had a drink and went 


home. | still hadn’t told Maureen because | was nervous and 
unsure whether | had done the right thing. About 9pm, a life 
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member phoned to say there were now 18 applications for 
the committee pinned to the board. The word must have 
gone around very quickly that | had put my name down for 
president. Even Charlie re-applied for club manager. There 
were no suitable nominations for secretary or treasurer so | 
asked Eric Hutton to stand as secretary and he agreed. | also 
spoke with Dario Copaldo to become treasurer and he 
accepted, with help from Tony Marino. | also asked Fred Di 
Sipio to take over as senior vice-president. He was a 
successful business man and | thought he had the makings 
of a future president. 


There was a big attendance at the reconvened Annual 
Meeting. There was only one nomination for president - me 
- so | was elected unopposed. There were 22 nominations 
for the 14-man committee so a ballot was held. We obtained 
our committee with Fred Di Sipio being chosen as senior 
vice-president and Vince Marino junior vice-president. Other 
appointments were: George Thompson (bingo manager), 
Felix Maselli (bar manager), Wayne Eacott (membership and 
property), Vasco Guidotti (junior coordinator), Otto Del 
Piccolo (gate takings and maintenance), Bob Munro (minutes 
secretary and bingo assistant), Renato Monacella 
(marketing), Luigi Palermo (assistant bar manager) and 
Myles O'Malley (assistant club manager and ground 
maintenance). The eight who missed out on the committee 
also volunteered their services to the club's sub-committees. 


It was an unbelievable day for the Morwell Falcons. The club 
was breathing again and everybody was happy, especially 
former president Joe Marino. | suppose he was relieved after 
two years at the helm. He found the job too big and 
demanding. But when you deal with such a big club, its 
members, supporters and the community through the 
media, the club becomes a community subject. 


Then we got down to the nitty-gritty, the problems the club 
had faced: the loss of top quality players, the failure to lure 
coach Jimmy Dunne back, the formation of breakaway club 
Inter Morwell and the erection of footy goalposts at North 
Crinigan Road reserve after the Falcons had invested $1 
million there. The new committee realised there was a lot of 


work to be done but it was easy work because everybody 
wanted change. The three months before the Annual 
Meeting had been a financial disaster with income dropping 
dramatically. When | told Maureen | was president again that 
evening she said: “I’m very pleased for you.” But | knew in 
my heart she wasn’t happy. | knew | should have asked 
Maureen's opinion before | made the decision but | didn't. 


At our first committee meeting, on Wednesday December 
17, we formalised the club’s administration. We agreed to 
take a short break for Christmas and return on January 14, 
1987. Maureen, Mark and | took two weeks holiday on 
Hamilton Island. Our first priority at the January meeting was 
a strong ladies’ auxiliary, which we did quickly and 
successfully. Fifteen ladies volunteered their services to 
work in groups of two or three. Organisers Charlie Zammit 
and Mary Hutton introduced inexpensive meals to attract 
customers. One “special” was a different national dish every 
Thursday. It was in such great demand that it packed the 
hall. There were nine different nationalities on the auxiliary 
and it became very popular. Italians, Germans, Scottish, 
Spanish, Maltese, Irish, Polish, Australians came to try the 
dishes. And there was keen competition among the chefs to 
outdo each other. 


There was a complete change in the club. There were happy 
hours twice a week, with pool, darts and lawn bowls 
competitions as well as two bingo sessions weekly which 
quickly earned the reputation as the best in the Valley. The 
club was booming, thanks to George Thompson and his 
large band of helpers, especially Marge Broadbent. When so 
many people are enthusiastic, you must go forward, which 
we did. But it’s not easy keeping everybody working 
together in harmony. It takes a lot of listening and patience. 
Every little problem they had, they came to me. When | look 
back | often wonder: “How did | cope?” There were a lot of 
whingers but they kept working so | was happy. 


On the soccer side, the 1987 State League season was not a 
priority. The club’s financial situation was more important. 
We wanted to stabilise the club before re-organising the 
team. We honoured David O’Connor’s contract so he 


coached the club for another year. But we told him any 
player who did not accept the club’s terms could go. | took 
full control of the players’ contracts. One player, however, 
Peter Lavecchia, wanted too much money so | let him go and 
replaced him with another striker, Stan Webster. Club 
stalwart Jimmy. Train was released on a free transfer. He had 
hurt his knee and did not want to travel from Melbourne. | 
rang Jimmy Dunne in England for a left-back to replace 
Train. After a couple of weeks, Dunne recommended Jeff 
Doyle. He was Irish-born, about 20, who had served an 
apprenticeship with Leicester. He arrived and | gave him a 
job in the workshop. 


We didn’t really care where we finished in the league that 
season. | think we finished seventh out of 16. The teams 
were: AIS, Polonia, Fawkner, Green Gully, Caulfield, St 
Albans, Thomastown, Western Suburbs, Springvale City, 
Croydon, Box Hill, Oakleigh, Frankston Pines, Northcote, 
Broadmeadows and Morwell. Meanwhile, in the local 
competition, Inter Morwell won the division two title, earning 
promotion. But the Latrobe Valley Soccer League rules would 
not allow them to go up unless they had three junior teams 
and a reserve team in the first division. So Inter Morwell 
officials went to every house of Italian background and 
recruited enough boys to form two junior teams. Again, the 
Latrobe Valley League allowed this to happen. | tried to stop 
it but in the end | gave up because it didn’t make any sense. 
| thought if the Italians wanted to leave the club, let them 
leave- | couldn’t care less anymore. The League was jealous 
of our success and didn’t want to help us. They had no 
control over us so they tried to hurt us the best way they 
could. 


We responded by recruiting boys from non-ltalian 
backgrounds. The few Italian boys who stayed loyal to 
Falcons were pestered every time they left their homes to 
join Inter Morwell. But Inter got its way, with 90 per cent of 
its junior players coming from Falcons. | soon arranged a 
meeting with two of the top Inter Morwell officials. | tried 
hard to convince them to come back under the umbrella of 
Morwell Falcons but | wasted my time. They insisted they 
wanted nothing to do with any other nationality. They just 


wanted an exclusive Italian team. After speaking to them for 
an hour, | realised they had little future because they didn't 
make any sense. 


Having sorted out the club’s internal problems, my next 
project was to establish floodlights at the ground for a total 
of $100,000. It didn’t cost the club a cent, | organised it all 
from the concrete foundations to the structural steel towers, 
cables, trenches and switchboards. Club secretary Eric 
Hutton supervised all the electrical work. With voluntary 
support once again, we managed to switch on the lights in 
early 1988 in a friendly against a select Victorian side. The 
match ended 1-1. 


Financially, we did well. We re-paid the bank about $50,000 
as well as making a profit of $24,000. The problem was the 
bank interest on our borrowings was well above 20 per cent. 
Because of this, we only reduced the loan by $8000. | was 
happy with the way the club’s finances were heading. At the 
Annual Meeting on November 1, 1987, three committee 
members stood down. Luigi Palermo’s three sons had joined 
Inter Morwell along with Felice Maselli’s goalkeeping 
nephew. Vasco.Guidotti moved interstate. The new 
committeemen were John Guzzardi (advertising and 
marketing) while Sam Colosimo and Eddie Bourke were 
responsible for the bar. 


Now was the time to rebuild our senior team but we couldn't 
afford to waste money. We needed a manager-coach with 
plenty of experience, someone who could get the best from 
his players and at the same time be conservative with the 
club’s budget. David O’Connor was told his services as 
coach were no longer required at the end of the 1987 
season. | told the committee who | wanted as manager-coach 
and they gave me their permission. My target was Bobby 
McLachlan. He had all the qualities | wanted. Our first 
meeting was over dinner where we spoke about many 
things. McLachlan had coached Springvale City for two years 
and was not anxious to leave. Why should he travel 150kms 
to Morwell when Springvale, also in the State League, was so 
close to his home? But he did admit he wanted a challenge, 
he wanted to be part of a club that was ambitious and could 


34 


mount a serious bid for the state title and even National 
League honours. We had similar ideas and they were in the 
job description. We didn’t discuss money at the first 
meeting. | told him to think about it and we would meet 
again in about five days. 


| took Treasurer Dario Capaldo to the next meeting. We had 
a nice dinner and at the end | asked Bobby if he would be 
interested in coming to Morwell. He said he would so | made 
him an offer. He asked me to change only one figure, which | 
did. We shook hands and that was it. He didn’t want a 
written contract. He just said: “When you don't want me 
anymore, just let me know.” 


Bobby Makes the Feathers Fly bankkd of helpers, esned the 
reputation as the best in the Valley. The club was booming, 
thanks to G 


Bobby McLachlan’s arrival as manager-coach of the Morwell 
Falcons in December 1987 gave the club a new lease on life. 
The first thing | did was to give Bobby a list of the best 20 
players and their phone numbers as well as a copy of their 
contracts. | also gave him permission to negotiate new 
terms with them. We sold a few Melbourne-based players 
who sided with ex-coach David O’Connor so we replaced 
them. The senior squad included Latrobe Valley- based 
Emile Bruns, Gerry Clarke, Manny Gotis, Effie Cassar, Andrew 
Halkett and Jeff Doyle. Bobby quickly made some shrewd 
signings to add to the Melbourne-based players Stan 
Webster, John O'Callaghan and lan Stirton. NZ goalkeeper 
Dave Reynolds, of the Gisborne club, was one of the first 
signings along with John Sokaluc and Jim Doyle, no relation 
to Jeff, both from Scotland. They were all free agents. Doyle 
arrived with an injury and after a couple of months | sent 
him back home because he was unable to play. Six weeks 
later, he was sold to a Scottish first division club and we 
made a small profit. 


Other signings included: Gerry Bennett (Polonia, $1000) and 
Kenny Drakeford (Northcote City, $500). Andy McMillan 

joined on a free transfer but left for Europe mid-season ona 
job training program with Telecom. Before he left, he wrote 
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me a cheque for half his signing-on fee we gave him but | 
refused to accept it. This surprised him but this was how | 
operated - | looked after them if they looked after me and 
the club. But if they tried to cheat me | got rid of them as 
soon as possible. | didn’t like players who tried to take 
advantage of myself, the coach or the club. 


We started season 1988 with a good squad and we aimed to 
finish in the top five of the State League. The teams 
included: Heidelberg, Croydon, Fawkner, Polonia, Springvale, 
Northcote, Oakleigh, Caulfield, Knox City, Thomastown, 
Broadmeadows, Western Suburbs, St Albans and Green 
Gully. After five games, we were second last on the ladder 
with three losses and two draws. | wasn’t worried because 
we paid good bonuses for winning but little for losing or 
drawing games. Our first win came in the sixth round 
against Green Gully and we didn’t look back after that. 


Meantime, the VSF, under Chairman Jack Reilly, had decided 
to relegate six clubs from the State League with the 
possibility of a seventh if a Victorian club finished last in the 
National League. The State League champion would play off 
against the South Australian champion for a place in the 
National League the following season. | started to worry a 
little about our position. No one wanted to finish 10th in the 
league and be relegated. More than once | asked Bobby to 
strengthen the squad before the June 20 deadline for 
transfers but he was happy with the players we had. Between 
sixth and 26th rounds we did reasonably well, Staying in 
about seventh spot on the ladder. But we lost a couple of 
key players through injury for the last three rounds which 
meant we finished tenth. Brunswick Juventus finished last in 
the National League and were relegated back to State League 
so this put the pressure on us. But we breathed a sigh of 
relief when State League champions Heidelberg were 
promoted to National League after beating the South 
Australian champions on aggregate. So our State League 
position was safe for another season. 


The 1988 season was the best | had enjoyed since Frank 


Marsili left to go to Italy in 1974. Bobby was a great asset 
because | did not have to worry about the players’ attitude, 
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productivity or discipline because he took full control. We 
worked very well together and he took a lot of the pressure 
off me. The 1988 season was a success financially. Bingo 
income doubled, clubroom trading increased 50 per cent 
and other areas of income also grew. Our operating profit 
was $100,000 and, for the first time, our bank loan reduced 
substantially. 


Charlie Zammit and | had an understanding over where the 
profits from clubroom activities should go. They went 
straight into the bank to pay off our debts which proved 
successful. At the Annual Meeting in November, the 
members must have been pleased with the way | was 
running the club because | was re-elected as president for 
another two years. Another 24 members nominated for the 
committee highlighting the enthusiasm to be part of the 
Falcons’ success story. But there was only room for 14. A 
ballot paper was circulated, with four of the six existing 
committee members losing their positions. They were Eddie 
Bourke, Myles O’Malley, Renato Monacella and Bob Munro. 
The new committee members were: John Reddiex, Stephen 
Cousins, Peter Viggiano and Bill D’lorio. 


There were big changed at the Victorian Soccer Federation. A 
new chairman, Vito Cilauro, replaced Jack Reilly. Vito had 
been deputy chairman to Michael Weinstein for a few years. 
The plan to re-organise the State League was scrapped and 
we retained the status quo. The State League comprised: 
Morwell Falcons, Juventus, Croydon, St Albans, Green Gully, 
Northcote City, Altona Gate, Caulfield City, Thomastown, 
Bulleen, Frankston Pines, Ringwood, Box Hill, Fawkner, 
Springvale City and Polonia. Juventus were especially keen to 
return to the National League. They spent a lot of money on 
top players, including big signing-on fees and bonuses. 
Bobby and | started re-organising the senior side 
immediately after the 1988 season. We decided to keep the 
same wages for win, draw and loss but we offered bonuses 
for finishing top four and an additional bonus if we won the 
league. 


Many of the 1988 squad failed to perform. Some were 
getting old and had lost the pace for State League. The 


players not retained were Gerry Bennett, Ken Drakeford, Stan 
Webster, Gerry Clarke (retired), lan Stirton, Manny Gotis, Eric 
Sostak, Andy McMillan and John O’Callaghan. O'Callaghan 
had been at Falcons since our State League debut season in 
1982 and was well liked at the club. Losing nine senior 
players meant we were faced with a big rebuilding task. 


The first thing Bobby told me was not to panic and we would 
have a competitive team again. Those remaining included 
David Reynolds and locally-based Andrew Halkett, Alex 
Eacott, Jeff Doyle, Emilie Burns, Effie Cassar, Harry Bingham 
and John Sokaluc. Two Latrobe Valley-based reserves were 
promoted, Stephen Baldacchino and Peter Gotis. Sokaluc 
asked for a transfer because he had moved to Melbourne 
but we reused because he was a visa player. | told him if he 
didn’t play for us | would send him back to Scotland. He 
didn’t want to go back so he agreed to stay until we had a 
replacement. An Irish striker, Ron Manley, was 
recommended to us because he was already scoring goals 
regularly for Glentoran. We spoke on the phone and he said 
he wanted to come to Australia but his club needed him 
until May. Glentoran were the league leaders and did not 
want to release him before the end of the season. 


Just before Christmas, Bobby decided to visit his mother in 
Scotland and said he would look at a few players while he 
was there. Bobby was happy with Ron Manley after speaking 
to him but was not impressed with the players in Scotland. 
Bu while he was there he spoke to a couple of Scottish-born 
players who had been playing in Victoria and there on 
holiday in Scotland and persuaded them to join the Falcons. 
With the backing of the committee, Bobby and | signed 
seven players. One was Jim McBride from Box Hill who had 
been on holiday in Scotland. We made him captain. New 
players included: Roy Walsh (Fawkner), Sean Byrne 
(Gisborne, NZ), Greg Warzasky (Polonia), Darko Basara 
(Croatia), Jim Nelson (Sandringham) and Joe O'Donnell 
(Fawkner). We had a new team by early February and we 
made a $5000 profit from the sale of players. The only 
missing ingredient was Ron Manley, who was a wild card and 
would replace John Sokaluc in May. 


Our first league match was on March 4 against Altona Gate. 
It was played in about 35 degree heat and Darko Basara 
scored the only goal in the 78th minute to give us a great 
start. On the following Monday, Bobby rang me to say he 
had a Blacktown, NSW, player who was better than what we 
had and would only cost $850. He was a goal scorer but 
Bobby said he was a little crazy at times. But | told Bobby if 
he was better than what we had we should buy him. That's 
how Billy Wright came to the Falcons. We signed him in two 
days. Four National League clubs wanted him - Heidelberg, 
Sydney Olympic, APIA and Wollongong. But Blacktown coach 
Les Scheinflug was determined not to sell to another 
National League club. Scheinflug felt he would be 
embarrassed if he released a player who scored against 
them in league games. Billy was a NZ international who had 
played for Burnley in England. He came to Morwell because 
he knew Sean Byrne and David Reynolds whom he had met 
in New Zealand. 


We played Fawkner in the second round of the State League. 
Basara, Sokaluc and Byrne scored in the 3-0 win. Then we 
beat Springvale 1-0 at home, Sokaluc scoring. After three 
games, only Juventus and ourselves had 100 per cent 
records. We were second on the ladder because Juventus 
had scored a couple of goals more. We beat St Albans in the 
fourth round 2-0, Basara and Byrne scoring. Juventus drew 1- 
1 with Box Hill, so we went top of the league. Sokaluc 
started to give us problems as he didn't want to come to 
Morwell to train so we put him on the transfer list. We had a 
few offers from NSL and Premier League clubs but we didn't 
rush to sell him. 


In the next five games we didn’t play well - we lost two and 
won two. That cost us top spot but we were still within two 
points of the leaders. Juventus, Croydon and ourselves 
shared the lead for the first ten games but Juventus was the 
most dominant force. Sokaluc was sold to Caulfield City and 
Manley’s arrival was delayed because of Glentoran's 
commitment for the European Cup. They had to play home 
and away against a Russian team. He arrived in Morwell in 
early June and he was already match fit so we put him in the 
first team straight away. He quickly settled in and forged a 


dynamic partnership with Billy Wright and Darko Basara. We 
Started to play very well and we were the better team in the 
league from the 16th round, remaining undefeated for the 
next 10 rounds. 


We went back on top of the ladder after the 26th round, 
which we played on August 26. Juventus was second but 
they had two postponed games in hand - against Fawkner 
and Croydon. There were four rounds to go and Juventus 
had to play the catch-up games in midweek meaning a tough 
run home for them. Juventus drew 1-1 with Fawkner so they 
only got a point. Meantime, we beat Green Gully 3-0. 
Juventus could only draw 0-0 with Springvale so we 
remained on top. But Juventus still had to play Croydon the 
following Wednesday which they lost 1-0, which was good 
news for us. We both had 40 points but they had a better 
goal difference. As Croydon were third on 37 points we had 
to keep winning to stay on top. Our 28th round match was 
against bottom team Polonia on September 10. It was a very 
windy day. It was so strong the ball moved without touching 
it and someone had to hold the ball on the ground before 
every free kick. 


Our players were confident about winning because we had 
not lost for 12 games so you can imagine how shocked we 
were at half-time to be one goal down. And the way we had 
played in the first 45 minutes we were lucky to be only one 
goal in arrears. We were completely outplayed. | couldn't 
believe how quiet the dressing-room was at half time. The 
players were staring and looking at each other and not 
talking. The whole team was in a state of shock. Even Bobby 
was quiet. | stayed in the dressing-room for about four 
minutes but there was no sign of emotion. | slammed the 
door behind me when | left without saying anything. | don’t 
know what went on in the dressing-room after | had left but 
when the second half started Polonia continued as they had 
left off, playing better soccer. 


If it had not been for centre-back Emil Bruns and sweeper 
Roy Walsh we would have been two or three goals down. 
Bruns was injured after 64 minuted and was replaced by 
Darko Basara. The substitution of a defender for a striker 
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made all the difference to our performance - we started to 
play much better. In the 69th minute a passing movement 
involving Doyle and Wright resulted in Sean Byrne equalising 
with a header. That goal lifted the team’s spirit and Polonia 
were no longer a force in the match. We scored again in the 
75th minute. Effie Cassar and Billy Wright combined well 
with Ron Manley scoring. Tears welled in my eyes - the relief 
was So enormous. The icing on the cake came in the 86th 
minute when Doyle scored our third from the penalty spot 
which kept us on top of the table with two weeks to go. 


Juventus drew 1-1 with St Albans so we had 42 points and 
Juventus had 41. But on the Monday morning Juventus 
protested to the VSF claiming when they had played Fawkner 
in the midweek catch-up match, Fawkner had fielded two 
suspended players. The tribunal met on Tuesday September 
12 and dismissed the protest. Round 29, on September 16, 
was at home to Frankston Pines. It was very frustrating as we 
had almost total possession of the ball and at least 50 shots 
at goal but the ball refused to go into the net. Some shots 
hit the keeper o his body and legs - even when he was lying 
on the ground. The final whistle resulted in a scoreless draw 
so we dropped a point. But Juventus lost their game 2-1 to 
Northcote. | knew this straight away because | had arranged 
to have a man at the match and he told me on his mobile 
phone. We led by two points and a goal difference of plus 
eight so we had won the league with one round to go. We 
Started to celebrate. 


On Monday | booked a 20 seater plane to take the team to 
Adelaide to play West Adelaide, the champions of South 
Australia on September 27. | had to charter a private plane 
because in 1989 Australia was crippled by an airline pilots’ 
strike and Ansett and Australian Airlines were grounded. But 
then another spanner was thrown in the works when 
Juventus appealed against the Fawkner decision. They 
engaged a solicitor and took their protest over Fawkner 
playing suspended players to the VSF appeals board. 
Fawkner was found guilty so Juventus gained a point from 
around the table rather than on the playing field. 
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The following day, September 22, Juventus, buoyed by their 
success, lodged another protest, this time against 
Northcote, claiming a suspended player, Martin Woodall, had 
played against them on September 16. Juventus were so 
desperate to win the league at any cost. They couldn't win it 
on the field so they tried to win it around the table at the 
VSF. The VSF board should have been stronger because all 
these problems had been caused by staff mismanagement. It 
was all too much for me. To think our club had no say in the 
matter. Our future was in the hand of clubs such as Fawkner 
and Northcote who had nothing to gain by putting a good 
case to the tribunal. Juventus, on the other hand, had good 
legal advice to find any mistakes that had been made. 


The tribunal hearing was set for Monday September 25. The 
30th and final round was played at home to Ringwood on 
Saturday September 23. Five minutes before the game began 
| made a strong, short speech to the players in the dressing- 
rooms. The players looked like they really wanted to win. 
The ground was packed and we started to like true 
champions. Our pressure paid off three minutes later. Ron 
Manley scored the first with Roy Walsh adding a second a 
minute later. Billy Wright scored the third in the 47th minute 
and Jim McBride made it 4-0 in the 89th minute. We had 45 
points from 30 matches with Juventus in second place on 
44: Croydon had 41, St Albans 39. 


We had a big celebration in the clubrooms that went on until 
the early hours of the morning. Even Ringwood’s players 
joined in. But our players only stayed for a couple of hours 
as we were not sure if we had to go to Adelaide on the 
Wednesday. The owners of the private plane rand me early 
Monday morning and told me | had to pay before noon 
otherwise they would cancel because they had someone 
else. But | had to wait until the Tuesday for the result of the 
hearing involving Juventus and Northcote. Then | got 
another call from the aircraft company saying they had 
cancelled. Meantime, the tribunal dismissed the Juventus 
protest. So we had a game to play in South Australia but 
with no way of getting there! On Tuesday morning | tried to 
hire another plane or two smaller ones but without success. 
But then, at 11am, another bombshell. The VSF rang to say 


Juventus had appealed against the tribunal's decision. The 
appeals tribunal was due to meet at 6pm that night. 


After | heard this, | rang the ASF general manager Alan 
Vessey and asked him to delay the West Adelaide game fora 
few days. He declined but told me to ring Sam Papasavas, 
chairman of the NSL. He was the only one who had the 
power to change the date. He also refused because he didn’t 
want us in the league at that stage - he preferred Juventus 
and West Adelaide was a Greek-sponsored club. | was told 
bluntly if Falcons did not show up in Adelaide on 
Wednesday, West Adelaide would be promoted without 
playing a game. The reason for the urgency was that the NSL 
had decided to move to summer soccer and wanted to kick 
off in early November. | rang several committee members 
and we decided to hire a bus to leave Morwell at 7pm on the 
Tuesday night so we could wait at Soccer House for the 
result of the hearing. If Juventus won the appeal, we would 
return to Morwell but if they lost we would carry on to 
Adelaide. Bobby organised the players. There were 11 in the 
Latrobe Valley and sex in Melbourne. We arrived in 
Melbourne at 9.15pm, stopping at Olympic Park to pick up 
Bobby and the Melbourne-based players. Bobby had already 
received a phone call to say that the appeal had been 
dismissed so we were the champions. What a way to finally 
celebrate - 44 players, committee and supporters on the 
road to South Australia. When we received the news the 
excitement in the bus was overwhelming with screams at 
fever pitch and deafening shouts of joy. The news was good 
for us because all the newspapers had criticised the VSF 
board of management, especially its chairman for the lack of 
professionalism. 


We left Melbourne at 10pm and travelled through the night 
with only a couple of comfort stops. We arrived in Adelaide 
at 9am and went straight to our hotel. But we were not 
allowed to check in because the rooms were not ready and 
we faced a three hour wait. Bobby took the players to a park 
to stretch their legs. | stayed at the hotel to organise the 
rooms. The manager was sympathetic and helpful, quickly 
rearranging seven rooms for the players. The rest of us had 
to wait. We were all in our rooms by 10.30am. | arranged 


lunch for noon and afternoon tea at 4.30pm. The players 
were told to rest in their rooms and not go out. 


After lunch Bobby and | went to the stadium by taxi. We had 
a good look at the condition of the ground and returned to 
the hotel at about 3pm. | was resting in my room when there 
was a knock on the door. It was the team manager John 
Reddiex. He said the players wee in the lounge room and 
wanted to talk to me. They wanted to talk about the 
payments for the two matches against West Adelaide. | 
asked the players what was wrong. They said they wanted a 
bigger match payment and four wanted compensation for 
the two days’ work they had lost. | told them the club would 
cover any lost wages and we agreed on an amount. As for 
match payments they would receive what was stipulated in 
their contracts. But if we won promotion to the NSL they 
would receive a bonus for which they were happy. It only 
took about 15 minutes. We told them to go back to their 
rooms and come back down at 6.30pm to catch the bus to 
the ground. We started the game very well and played much 
better than the home side but could not score. We had more 
chances but in the last minute Roy Walsh conceded an own 
goal so we lost. We went back to the hotel at about 1 1.30pm 
but there was no time to relax as we had to be up early to 
return to Morwell. We travelled all day with only two short 
stops and eventually arrived home on Thursday at about 
8pm completely exhausted. 


Bobby gave the players Friday and Saturday off to 
recuperate. The squad got together at about 11am on 
Sunday morning - the day of the return leg - for a light 
training session. There was a huge crowd to cheer us on. 
The match kicked off at 2.30pm. It attracted the attention of 
most Victorian journalists and some from South Australia. 
There were local and state government officials present as 
well as guests from the VSF but there were no 
representatives from the NSL even though | had invited two 
of them - league chairman Sam Papasavas and his deputy 
Tony Kovac. | was very disappointed not to see at least One 
of them. It was very obvious they did not want any country 
clubs in the NSL. 
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It was a sad day for me and Morwell Falcons because West 
Adelaide scored an early goal after a bad mistake in defence. 
That changed everything because we had to attack and take 
risks at the back. We equalised but it wasn’t enough because 
we needed to score three because of the away goals ruling. 
We left ourselves wide open as we continued to attack. West 
Adelaide scored again - the final nail in our coffin, The 
result was 4-2 to West Adelaide, costing us a place in the 
major league in the country. We also had our captain, Jim 
McBride, sent off in the second half. It was a sad scene in 
the dressing-room after the match as a few of our players 
were crying. | was not that upset because we had tried very 
hard to win and after all West Adelaide had enjoyed three 
weeks’ rest. They were better prepared, travelling to 
Melbourne on the Friday and had two days’ rest in a hotel as 
well as daily training sessions. 


We had to pick ourselves up very quickly because we had 
more soccer commitments in Victoria. There was the State 
League Cup and Dockerty Cup and we wanted to win but we 
only had three days to lift our morale. On Wednesday 
October 4, we played Croydon in the State League Cup. After 
10 minutes, Billy Wright was sent off for swearing. We 
missed Jim McBride, who was suspended for a week. With 10 
men, we excelled, winning 1-0. Juventus lost to St Albans 2- 
| so we played in the final against St Albans at Olympic Park 
on Wednesday October 11. It was a boring final, neither side 
played well. But in the closing minutes, we pressurised the 
Saints’ backline which resulted in an own goal giving us the 
cup. One down, one to go. 


On Sunday October 15, we played NSL club Footscray JUST in 
the semi-final of the Dockerty Cup at Heidelberg. We won 2- 
0 meaning we played South Melbourne at their home 
ground, Middle Park, in the final. South Melbourne was 
coached by world-famed Hungarian Ferenc Puskas. Although 
we lost the final it was entertaining and we played very well. 
That was the end of another successful year for the Falcons. 
We finished Victorian champions for the second time and 
there is no doubt that we were the best team in the state 
even though we were only a country club. The season was 
also a financial success as we made a $40,000 profit after 
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running expenses. The bank loan was being reduced rapidly 
and everybody was happy. 

November was the date of the VSF Annual Meeting and | was 
looking forward to it immensely, especially to receive the 
premiership pennant as well as a special award. But four 
days before the meeting my older brother, Joseph, had a 
heart attack and passed away. | was deeply grieved and 
unable to attend. It was the first VSF AGM that | had missed 
in 16 years. Eric Hutton and Charlie Zammit represented our 
club with instructions to accept the award | was supposed to 
receive. When they came to see me the following day | was 
stunned to discover | had received the Andy Kune trophy for 
the Victorian soccer personality of the year. It was a great 
honour and | just wised | could have received it personally. 


On November 19, we held our club Annual Meeting with just 
two changes to the committee - Luigi Sola and Brian 
Anderson. They replaced Stephen Cousins and Wayne Eacott. 
Luigi took over as junior vice-president, replacing Vince 
Marino. Charlie Zammit because assistant club manager 
became the job had become too big and we had to appoint a 
full-time manager, Frank Mitchell. He was the club’s first 
full-time employee. , 


Most of the 1989 squad wanted more money after doing so 
well. The State League competition was increased to 18 
clubs for the 1990 season because Heidelberg was relegated 
from the NSL after finishing last. We decided it was not in 
the best interest of Morwell Falcons to pay the players more. 
It was better to sell a few and put the money in the bank and 
buy wisely. Ron Manley was sold to APIA in Sydney, Billy 
Wright was transferred to West Adelaide, Roy Walsh and Joe 
O'Donnell returned to Fawkner, Greg Warzasky retired and 
Darko Basara went back to Croatia. The player sale did not 
worry me because | wanted Morwell Falcons to do well 
financially for another year. My first priority was to build the 
club’s assets and facilities for the members and the Latrobe 
Valley community. Bobby and | worked well together - we 
got the best of out the money we spent on players. We had 
to think of the club’s future rather than winning trophies by 
taking risks and losing money. 


46 


In early 1990, the Australian Soccer Federation introduced 
new guidelines for the NSL. Graham Bradley was engaged to 
develop new criteria for the NSL. During his assignment in 
Victoria he consulted with VSF general manager George 
Wallace, John Dimtsis, the chairman, and Sam Papsavas and 
Tony Kovac of the NSL. In his final report to the ASF, he 
made certain recommendations but | was not aware of them. 
The World Cup finals were being held in Italy so | went on 
holiday with Maureen. We spent 25 days in England before 
heading to Italy for six weeks. 


| left the Falcons in the hands of senior vice-chairman Fred 
Di Sipio. It didn’t take long for things to turn sour. The 
season didn't start too well and Luigi Zola wanted to sack 
Bobby McLachlan but he didn’t have sufficient support from 
the committee. Fred Di Sipio refused and told Luigi to wait 
until | returned. As soon as | was back, everything quickly 
reverted to normal in only a few days. The idea of dismissing 
Bobby was never mentioned to me. My only regret was that 
they had sold Jeff Doyle, but we did well out of that transfer. 


| asked the ASF for a copy of the Bradley Report so | could 
study it but | was told | couldn’t have one as no Victorian 
country team was mentioned. | was very disappointed but | 
used other methods to obtain a copy. | was very annoyed 
with the Victorian soccer officials who had ignored us in 
their discussions with Dr Bradley. None of them had 
suggested that he visit our facilities in the Latrobe Valley. If 
he had come, I’m sure he would have realised there was a 
future for us in top company. | spoke to each of the four 
Victorian officials by phone and | let them know that | was 
far from happy with the way they had handled the inquiry. 
After all, the facilities we had established compared 
favourably with Bradley’s criteria, yet we weren't even 
consulted. 


Our next project was to upgrade the floodlights, in line with 
the Bradley recommendations. We started in September and 
Spent more than $40,000. | organised the materials and the 
plans while Eric Hutton and John Reddiex did all the 
electrical work: Fred Di Sipio supplied and drove the cherry- 
picker. Media coverage included stories in The Herald and its 
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Sunday edition. Bob Brian was particularly helpful in The 
Herald while Fred Villiers also contributed in The Truth. As a 
result of the media exposure, | received a lot of phone calls 
with Dr Bradley, Sam Papasavas and John Dimtsis all saying 
they would visit Morwell Falcons to inspect the facilities. But 
on the soccer side the team did not perform as well as we 
had hoped, finishing sixth out of 18. For the last 12 games 
we brought in Scottish import Gordon Scott who had played 
for 12 years as a professional with St Johnstone and 
Hamilton. He scored a lot of goals but was sold to Sydney 
Croatia and we made a lot of money from the transfer. 


At the Annual Meeting in November there were few changes. 
Two new committee members were chosen: George Eric and 
John Nemeth replaced Luigi Sola and John Guzzardi. Charlie 
Zammit replaced Sola as junior vice-president and Nemeth 
became sponsorship and marketing manager. Eric Hutton 
replaced Frank Mitchell as full-time club manager. The 1990 
season produced a record profit of nearly $100,000. The 
bank mortgage was below $100,000 for the first time since 
1984. The atmosphere around the club was positive. 


Around this time | made tentative approaches to Morwell 
Inter to get them back into the club. The original founders, 
in particular the first president and secretary, had left so | 
thought it would be an appropriate time to forge new links. 
The new committee, mostly in their twenties, were looking 
to build new social rooms at Keegan St reserve. Plans for the 
building had been approved by council but they had no 
money. | could not see the benefit of another project 
because the Italian community in the Valley already had one 
club, plus one social club. Why should we have another 
small club when 95 per cent of Inter’s supporters were 
financial members of the other two clubs? | offered Inter 
President Peter Rosato and Treasurer Frank Monacella the 
chance to share our facilities which included 33 acres of 
land, three pitches and clubrooms worth more than $1 
million. | also told them that they could keep the club's 
name and wouldn't have to pay any rent. After lengthy 
discussions they understood the benefits of being united as 
one club but they had to take the matter to their committee. 
They had already paid rent on Keegan Reserve for 1991 so 
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there was no urgency about making a decision. | reported 
the meeting to the Falcons committee and it was received 
well. Our treasurer Dario Capaldo, who was friendly with 
some of the Inter committee, was asked to liaise between 
the two clubs. 


A National Goal 


Bobby McLachlan and | made an early start on re-building 
the team for the 1991 season, making many changes. Eight 
new players were signed for little money. Four were free on 
transfers because some of the 19 Premier League clubs 
struggled to pay their players after the 34 rounds of the 
1990 season. The new players were: Paul May, Paul Harris, 
Andy O'Dea, Pedro Ramos, Danny Neild, Gary McMillan, 
Kevin Harrison and Don Daly. It was a good squad because | 
wanted to give it the best shot so we could win promotion to 
the NSL. The ASF accepted the Bradley Report and changed 
the criteria for entry. There was no automatic promotion and 
any club could apply for entry to the NSL from March 1991. 
Eighty per cent of clubs were from either Sydney or 
Melbourne and the Bradley Report recommended each city 
had to lose one club. Three new clubs would be invited to 
join from regional areas. The process would take three 
years, one club per year. It was good news for Morwell 
Falcons because we were the only club in country Victoria 
which satisfied the Bradley Report criteria. But we had to 
keep improving the facilities and team to keep our hopes 
up. 


The ASF also introduced a seven-man Board of 
Commissioners to run the game. Four were elected by 
stakeholders, one by the NSL clubs and two were chosen by 
the other five commissioners. John Constantine became 
chairman, John Dimtsis, deputy Chairman, Basil Scarsella, 
Sam Papasavas, Tony Labazzetta, Graham Bradley and CEO 
lan Homes ***. The election of VSF President and Treasurer 
John Dimtsis was particularly pleasing. We were good 
friends. He had visited Morwell many times and had 
witnessed the progress we had made for the past 15 years. | 
knew we had an ally at the ASF. 
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The VSF State League reverted to 14 clubs | 1991. They 
were: Morwell Falcons, Croydon, Altona Gate, Bulleen, 
Fawkner, Green Gully, Juventus, St Albans, Thomastown, 
Northcote, Doveton, Oakleigh, Albion and Mooroolbark. 
February 23, 1991, was an historic day in the history of the 
Morwell Falcons Soccer Club. We celebrated the switching-on 
of the main floodlights - arguably the best in country 
Victoria. The Victorian State team played a friendly against 
the Falcons to honour the occasion. The reserves played a 
Latrobe Valley representative team. Morwell Shire President, 
John Guy, switched on the lights. Other dignitaries were 
present, including, for the first time, three ASF 
commissioners - John Dimtsis, Sam Papasavas and Tony 
Labazzetta. The night finished with a dinner. | was very busy 
lobbying the commissioners for a place in the NSL and it 
paid off because in March we were invited to apply for 
season 1991-92. 


John Nehmet and | took over the responsibility of preparing 
the application but we also got professional advice from lan 
Wright, who ran a company called Wright-on Marketing and 
Promotion. | spent many hours with him and when we had 
finished we had a very impressive application. We answered 
all the questions and included an architect’s drawing of the 
grandstand that we would build at Crinigan Road. A total of 
20 clubs applied for 14 places but at lease 11 were already 
assured of their positions. In addition, a club in Brisbane and 
one in Newcastle were also guaranteed so that left seven 
clubs chasing one vacancy. One Sunday in late April we were 
invited to an interview at Soccer House in St Kilda. lan Wright 
presented the application to the five commissioners present 
and did all the talking but | answered all the questions. 


Ten days later | got a phone call to say John Constantine and 
Graham Bradley wanted to inspect the Morwell facilities. Fred 
Di Sipio met them at Melbourne airport and drove them to 
the Latrobe Valley. They spent about two hours on site and 
were impressed with what they saw, except the grandstand 
which we had not started to build. The two commissioners 
suggested the grandstand should be built on the east side of 
the ground, not on the west side as | wanted. The spectators 
would be closer to the clubrooms if | had my choice. They 
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said the grandstand had to be on the east side for television 
purposes because the late afternoon sun would be behind 
the cameras. After lunch | drove them back to Melbourne. 
On the way | was told not to be too upset if we missed out 
this year and to begin the construction of the grandstand as 
soon as possible. If that happened Flacons would be the 
next NSL club. 


On May 22, | was told by phone that we had finished 1 5th, 
just missing out by one vote on an NSL position. An official 
letter followed saying what we needed to give us a better 
chance next year. Also Dr Bradley wrote a nice, long letter 
explaining why we missed out and what we should do. One 
requirement was to buy the 33 acres from Morwell Shire 
Council so we could manage the ground. He also said he 
wanted to see the team play so he would come to a home 
game with John Dimtsis. | immediately spoke to the Morwell 
Shire CEO Ron Waters and the Shire President John Guy 
about buying the land. They told me it would be discussed 
at the next council meeting. | also opened a building 
account at Westpac and deposited a large sum of my own 
money. Only the treasurer and | had access to it. Architect 
Gerhard Giedrojc offered us free service and | employed a 
structural steel engineer to work with the architect Bill 
Gamble to design a grandstand which would include junior 
dressing-rooms, referees rooms, public toilets and 
kiosks.*** 


In April, there was concern at a committee meeting that the 
kitchen was not making enough profit. Mary Hutton got 
upset and resigned with all the other volunteers. Her 
husband Eric, who was secretary and club manager, also 
quit. | tried to talk them out of it but they ad their own 
personal problems as well. The Huttons were very hard 
workers who had given many years of loyal service. It was a 
big loss. John Nehmet became secretary and Charlie Zammit 
and Sam Colosimo shared the club manager's role. Maria 
Constabile, the wife of a life member, took over in the 
kitchen. She had done the job before so she knew what to 
expect. Cesarina Del Piccolo shared the duties. Most of 
those who had helped Mary Hutton returned. 
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By early July, Bill Gamble’s design for the grandstand was 
completed. It involved being totally pre-fabricated on the 
ground and every few months | would organise a group of 
volunteers to do the work. The first stage was to build a 
2000- capacity, all-weather stand plus additional facilities for 
the juniors. My estimation of the cost was $1.7 million. | 
also got two extra quoted from builders which put the 
project in the $2 million bracket. But we only had $110,000 
in the building fund while the juniors had $10,000. | 
approached Morwell MLA Keith Hamilton. | knew him very 
well but | had never asked for any support for the club. But 
support was what we needed right now. Keith was very 
helpful and wanted to know how much we needed from the 
Victorian Government. | told him we needed $1/2 million 
and the club would raise the rest. He told me to make an 
application to the Latrobe Regional Commission. Keith said 
he would speak to the State Treasurer to find a way to 
allocate the funds for this special project. We wrote to Phillip 
Shanahan, the CEO at the Latrobe Regional Commission and 
arranged a meeting. We explained why we needed the 
money and the benefits the project would bring to the 
region. We were told there was a shortage of money but the 
application would be considered as a matter of urgency. But 
they could only offer $300,000; $1/2 million was out of the 
question. *** (1/2= half or one or two million???) We were 
told not to apply for any more than $300,000 otherwise the 
application would not be considered. 


We also asked the Latrobe Valley’s SECV general manager 
John Hutchinson for voluntary labour and he agreed. The 
pre-fabrication of concrete slabs on the ground began. We 
would pour concrete for 4-5 hours twice a week. | would 
phone the SECV two days prior to the pours and if they had 
men available they would release them. If they didn’t have 
any, | would ask in the club. | had about a dozen regular 
helpers during the week and 20 on weekends. | was never 
short of labour. We poured the first foundations on Friday 
October 18. John Dimtsis, Vito Cilauro and George Wallace 
attended the ceremony. From that day on there was no rest 
for any of us. One reliable volunteer was Joe La Saga. He was 
there every day after work for a couple of hours and every 
weekend from 7am-5pm. 


De 


Sam Colosimo and Charlie Zammit were finding the role of 
joint club managers too much. Nearly every weekend they 
complained to me that they were working too many hours. 
After a few months we advertised for a full-time club 
manager and received 60 applications from all over Victoria. 
We appointed Derek Kypriotis, a local man. Sam assisted him 
in the bar and Charlie helped with functions. We decided to 
apply for a TAB and Tattersall’s licence as one of the first in 
Morwell. We didn’t want to miss out. We were told by the 
TAB we would be given top priority when it was time for the 
licence to be considered. Keith Hamilton and representatives 
from the TAB and Tattersall’s had hired our function room to 
explain to Latrobe Valley residents how the licences would 
be issued. So both the TAB and Tattersall’s knew about our 
facilities. We received an application from the TAB in 
October and we applied on November 5 for 50 gaming 
machines. On November 28, the TAB wrote back to say we 
had been accepted as one of the Morwell venues but we had 
to make some alterations to accommodate the machines. We 
also had to amend our club constitution to conform to the 
Victorian Government Gambling Commission. 


On the field, we were unbeaten for the first eight games 
before suffering a small setback, although we stayed either 
second or fourth for the entire season. We finished third in 
the seniors and champions in the reserves. Two of our 
youngest players scored most of the goals in the reserves - 
Nick McAuley (18) and George Nito (13) and we had a very 
good young team full of talent in the reserves, with some of 
them knocking on the door of the Senior Team. *** 


Going National 


In November 1991, | went to the club for the last meeting of 
the year early because | wanted to nominate Eric Hutton as a 
life member. But | realised there would be some opposition 
because of the way he left the club. As club manager for six 
months he had to enforce rules and regulations which had 
made him unpopular. As the committee members arrived, | 
approached them privately for their support. | got a shock 
after speaking to more than half. | realised | didn’t have the 
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numbers. Charlie Zammit and John Reddiex proposed that 
Eric become a life member but it failed to gain support as he 
had not completed 10 years’ service with the club. | 
personally was very disappointed because | knew he 
deserved to be honoured for his dedication to the club, not 
only him, but also the help his wife Mary had given. *** 


On November 17, the club’s Annual Meeting was held and 
very little changed. Two new committee members were 
elected: Tony Caprara became Assistant club secretary to 
John Nehmet and was willing to help with club promotion 
but he was also busy with his family business. | had known 
Tony from the day he was born. His parents came from 
Lama Dei Peligni. The other new committee member was 
Rolf Lamb who was appointed senior team manager. Rolf 
and Tony replaced Eric Hutton, who had resigned during the 
year, and Brian Anderson. We also co-opted Frank Di Giulio 
who had played with us most of his life and was involved 
with Morwell Inter. He was allowed to attend meetings but 
had no voting power. It was my way of bridging the gap with 
Morwell Inter. . 

The financial report showed little profit but we continued to 
re-pay our loan at the bank and spent $60,000 in capital 
works. We also outlaid money for our unsuccessful 
nomination to the National Soccer League. Having just failed 
as the 15th club of 14, it was obvious we had one foot in the 
door. It was time to re-organise the senior team for the 1992 
season. | had a long meeting with Bobby McLachlan and we 
decided the first priority was the construction of the 
grandstand. The second priority was to make room for the 
50 gaming machines. With the senior team, we decided to 
make as few changes as possible. We would sell a couple of 
players and only replace them if necessary. 


| was sure 1992 was going to be Morwell Falcons’ last year 
in the Victorian Premier League, as long as we maintained a 
mid-table position. Progress on the construction of the 
grandstand was slow. Many pieces of pre-fabricated 
steelwork were still on the ground near the construction 
site. 
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We relied heavily on voluntary labour and donations from 
companies | knew. | supervised everything down to every 
hour of voluntary work and every bit of material we used. 
Each night after work | was there, and every weekend. It was 
a mammoth task. Fred Di Sipio and his company as well as 
Tony Caprara’s business were of great help to the project. 
George Eric and Simon Carves were also ready and willing 
when we needed tools and small items. My company helped 
the most in the way of machinery, materials, consumer 
goods and labour. 


By March, w only owed the Westpac bank $40,000 on our 
loan. | suggested we re-pay it in full as we were in a healthy 
financial state. The bank's relieving manager Chris Forster 
wrote: “We advise that the Morwell Falcons Soccer Club has 
now re-paid all loans to the Westpac Banking Corporation 
and we believe the club is in a strong financial position. All 
previous loans held with the bank were conducted within 
arrangements and re-paid well ahead of time.” | still have a 
copy of the letter and at the time it gave me a lot of personal 
satisfaction. The loan have been organised in 1986 when | 
was not the president and it had been re-paid within the 15 
years. We had paid it off in six! Not only did we re-pay the 
$250,000 loan but also the interest had soared to 20 per 
cent for much of the loan period. 


Charlie Zammit was the happiest man in Morwell. He 
received a letter from the bank saying his holiday home in 
Rosebud was released from the mortgage. | was also happy 
because the property | had mortgaged was freed up. More 
than anything else | was proud to have managed the club's 
commitment to the bank which further boosted my integrity 
and morale. 


On March 14, 1992, Morwell City Council CEO Ron Waters 
wrote saying the council had approved the sale of the North 
Crinigan Road reserve to us but only after public 
consultation. The council would advertise in the Latrobe 
Valley Express to see if there were any objections. After a 
couple of weeks, there was only one objection from David 
Blewitt. In early May, Mr Blewitt gave his reason at a full 
council meeting. Club secretary John Nehmet and | were 
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present and John responded on behalf of the club. He 
explained why we wanted to own the land and how it would 
be developed for the good of the people of Morwell and 
Gippsland in general. After the meeting we received a letter 
from the council agreeing to the sale for $30,200. | felt we 
had been rewarded for all the hard work we had put in. 


In early June, the Australian Soccer Federation announced a 
vacancy in the NSL after Sydney club APIA was hit by 
financial problems. We sent our application for entry into the 
league on May 21. On June 25 | received a call from an ASF 
commissioner on my car phone. | was in Melbourne on that 
day travelling along St Kilda Road. He told me that the Board 
of Commissioners had decided to include Morwell Falcons in 
the Coca-Cola National Soccer League for the 1992-93 
season. An hour later, ASF CEO lan Holmes confirmed the 
news but told me not to say anything until 10am the 
following morning. The next morning, just before 10am, a 
crew from ABC television flew in by helicopter to the club to 
film the fax coming through. The media arrived in full force 
- television, newspaper and radio journalists. There was a lot 
of publicity for a couple of weeks. 


Our last Premier League game was on the last day of August 
in 1992. We finished sixth on the ladder. We had just over 
four weeks to prepare for the national league. Our priority 
was to appoint a full-time soccer administrator so there was 
little money to spend on team building. We appointed Ray 
McCluskey who had been a referee for years. He was very 
enthusiastic but he had to be kept under control at times. 
The second priority was to complete the grandstand to 
accommodate 2000 spectators. At this stage we were pre- 
fabricating the lower part of the stand where the seats were 
going to be. We couldn't tackle the roof just yet because we 
needed government money to do it. 


In early July | went to see the Member of Parliament Keith 
Hamilton again. He told me the $300,000 grant had been 
approved under the Victorian Government’s priority 
programs. These funds were particularly suited to regional 
developments. The overall project would be worth $2 million 
but it made good sense to invest $300,000 in it. But the 
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money still had to be approved by parliament and an 
election was pending. | tried to get the money before the 
then Premier, Joan Kirner, revealed that the public would go 
to the polls on October 3. The $300,000 had been allocated 
to the Latrobe Regional Commission along with other funds 
for special projects in the Valley. The funds were frozen until 
after the election. Meantime, | ordered 2000 plastic seats. 
But | had no money to pay for them. Fortunately, Keith 
Hamilton, government minister David White and Treasurer 
Tony Sheehan approved an advance of $60,000 paid before 
the election. But the money was only enough to pay for the 
plastic parts, not the metal frames. | had to design the metal 
fabrication for the seats myself. | had no choice! Some of the 
material was donated, some at reduced prices. | also 
organised the volunteer labour for the fabrication. Joe 
Lasaga *** was a big help. The galvanising of the metal 
frames was carried out by a Melbourne company at a 
reduced price. Fred Di Sipio’s company and mine shared the 
cost. 


As soon as the Premier League season finished, Bobby and | 
made a list of about 10 players who we thought were not 
good enough for the NSL- we either sold them or released 
them for free. *** We retained Adrian Pender, Paul Harris, 
Billy Wright, Anthony Cassar, Gary McMullen, Gary Upton, 
Justin Geri, Steven Baldacchino, George Nilo, Nick McAuley 
and Alex Eacott. | thought these players were good but 
young for the NSL so we had to recruit and quickly. *** 
Bobby had a list of players he wanted and he handled all the 
negotiations. | remember in one night Bobby and | signed 
Steve Mautone, John Waddell, Sasha Becvinocski, Zoran 
Markovski, Robbie Tombolato, Mark Stergiopoulos and Paul 
Della Rocca. We imported an English player, Andy Thorpe, 
who had played more than 500 games with Stockport 
County. Russell Black also added experience to the squad. 
He had played in Scotland and England professionally for the 
past 10 years. 


We put together the squad in less than a month. Neither 
Bobby nor | had much sleep in that time. We got a caning 
from the media before our debut game. They all expected us 
to finish last in our first season. Some of them even 


SY 


predicted, with the squad we had, we would not win one 
league game. More than 4000 fans watched our first NSL 
game against Sydney Olympic at home on October 4. 
Olympic had been in the NSL for about 16 years. At least five 
of their players had represented Australia. They had spent 
more than $100,000 on players for the new season. The 
Herald Sun reported on the Monday after the match that 
Olympic had spent more on one player - $40,000 for David 
Seal - than Morwell Falcons had spent on its entire team. 


The match kicked off at 3pm and we had a dream start with 
Billy Wright scoring after just 10 minutes after a pass from 
20-year-old Zoran Markovski. After 25 minutes Markovski 
scored the second from a corner by John Waddell. The match 
finished Falcons 2, Olympic 0. But the only disappointment 
was the sending off of our star import Andy Thorpe after 83 
minutes. The media coverage improved immediately, except 
in Sydney. 


Meanwhile, there was a change in government in Victoria 
after 13 years. The new Premier was Jeff Kennett, who led 
the coalition government. One of the first things he did was 
to audit the state’s financial position. The $300,000 we were 
promised through the Latrobe Regional Commission was 
stopped because the government was short of money. The 
exception was a small allocation for the extension of the 
runway at Traralgon airport. Hazelton Airlines were due to 
start a daily service to Sydney in the New Year using 36- 
seater planes so the runway’s length had to be increased. 
The plane had already been bought. 


Keith Hamilton was re-elected but he was in the opposition 
and could not pull any more strings for us. So there was a 
cooling-off period in which | thought of a new strategy to 
convince the new government for the need of the $240,000 
outstanding. In November 1992, at the VSF Annual Meeting, 
| was honoured by being made a life member for 
outstanding services to the game. | felt very proud and all 
the frustrations | had felt seemed to fade away. Also in 
November, the Morwell Inter committee voted to integrate 
back to Morwell Falcons. It was great for us to work as one 


58 


unit again. Most of them offered their time as volunteers to 
help with the grandstand production. 


The official opening of the gaming room, with its 50 
machines, also took place this month. It was an instant 
success and a big boost to our revenue. But we had to 
borrow about $100,000 from the bank to cover the cost of 
partitions, bar, operator office, a safe, a money-counting 
machine and carpet. We also needed a cash reserve of 
$20,000 in hand. | arranged to re-pay the bank in two years. 
The Annual Meeting took place on December 6. | wanted 
Charlie Zammit to become a patron of the club but there 
was some opposition. Charlie had been an outstanding club 
executive for 21 years and he deserved to be recognised but 
| could not get the support. As an alternative | suggested the 
gaming room be named in his honour. But again there was 
strong opposition from the executive members. This upset 
me again, just as it did with Eric Hutton. | did not ask them 
all because none of them | spoke with wanted to support 
me. | did not want to create any problems and make Charlie 
upset if he found out but | was not happy because | knew he 
deserved it. 


We made about $60,000 profit for the year. The money was 
spent on wisely improving the club’s facilities. We changed 
the club’s constitution. The financial year was changed from 
September 30 to June 30 to run concurrently with the NSL 
season. So the new date for the Annual Meeting would be 
late August. We also increased the committee from 14 to 20 
because of the heavier workload around the club. In the 
gaming room, as many as six committee members were 
trained and licensed to work there in the evenings and 
weekends on a roster system to minimise the wages bill. | 
was re-elected president for two years but | told them | only 
wanted to do one year because | had a minor heart problem 
in 1991 which meant | had to spend 10 days in Melbourne's 
Epworth Hospital. | was put on medication but after a few 
weeks | returned to normal life. 


Tony Caprara replaced John Nehmet as secretary and Peter 


Rosato, the ex-president of Morwell Inter, was elected junior 
vice-president, replacing Sam Colosimo. Considering the 
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short period of time we had to assemble the team, we did 
extremely well in our first season in the NSL, winning seven 
and drawing seven with 12 defeats for 28 points. We beat 
clubs such as Sydney Olympic (2-0), Sydney Croatia (2-0), 
Heidelberg (3-1) and Melbourne Croatia (2-0). In the return 
legs we beat Olympic (2-1), West Adelaide (2-1) and 
Melbourne Croatia (3-1). We drew 0-0 against Preston 
Makedonia, 1-1 against Marconi, Adelaide City, Wollongong 
and Brisbane United and 2-2 against Wollongong. | realised 
we were only a couple of experienced players short of 
becoming a competitive team for the next season. We also 
appointed Bobby McLachlan full-time manager-coach in early 
1993 and that helped to lift the performance of the team, 
especially the younger players. 


As we had not heard anything from the state government 
regarding the $240,000 grant, | approached lan Wright 
again to help me tackle the issue of the grandstand roof 
with Mr Kennett. We also approached local MLCs Phillip 
Davis and Peter Hall and wrote a letter to Treasurer Alan 
Stockdale explaining step-by-step the commitment the 
previous government had made to us. In February, acting 
treasurer lan Smith wrote back saying nothing could be done 
until June 30. We were not happy with the response so we 
wrote another letter to Mr David in March seeking a meeting 
between myself, lan Wright, Latrobe Valley businessman Ben 
Guzzardi, Mr Stockdale and Minister for Sport Tom 
Reynolds. 


On March 27, lan Wright and | organised a pre-match 
president's dinner when we played Adelaide City at home. 
We invited all the local politicians and shire presidents from 
Traralgon, Morwell and Moe. | made a short speech 
expressing my concern over the state government’s 
$240,000 grant. | stressed the urgency of the grandstand 
roof because of the Latrobe Valley’s unpredictable weather. 
As | spoke, all hell broke loose; rain came down in buckets 
and everybody started to laugh. It was a good day, except 
we lost the match. 


Phillip Davis wrote us a letter about two weeks later saying 
that he had been successful in organising a meeting the 
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state treasurer Alan Stockdale and Minister for Sport Mr 
Reynolds. lan Wright, Ben Guzzardi and | attended the 
meeting. We explained why we needed the money and they 
said there wasn’t any but they would look into it. But they 
could not make any promises. However, when the meeting 
broke up, Mr Stockdale shook my hand, looked me Straight 
in the eye and winked. | knew then that the meeting had 
been successful. 


In late May, | was told by phone that Mr Kennett had 
approved the $240,000 grant and he would visit the club on 
June 22 to present the cheque. The roof was well underway 
by that stage because we knew the money was coming. We 
had already spent $50,000 on the piling of the foundations. 
We needed a special machine to drive the piles up to eight 
metres deep into the ground. In June, the Morwell City Shire 
asked if we wanted to rename the Crinigan Road Reserve 
because we owned it. We decided not to rush any decision. 
On Wednesday July 21, my aunty, Isobel Fraser, from 
Geelong, was having dinner with us and my son Anthony. 
Aunty Isobel only used to visit us twice a year so after dinner 
| apologised that | had to leave for a club meeting. | left at 
about 6.50pm. | was in the car going round the bend at 
Churchill Soccer Club when | felt myself dying. The blood 
just seemed to stop flowing from my head to my feet. At the 
same time, while | was experiencing this dying feeling, my 
brain, hands and feet responded to the dangerous situation | 
was in. | stoped the car instantly and | switched on the 
yellow emergency flashing light to attract the attention of 
approaching cars. | thought: “This is it! The last moment of 
my life.” | was completely stunned but then | felt the blood 
Start to flow again after a short time. The approaching car 
Saw there was a problem and stopped Opposite my car. The 
driver opened his window and spoke but | could not hear 
what he said. | felt paralysed for a few seconds but a young 
man got out of a car and walked towards mine. | managed to 
open a window and heard the young man say: “Are you OK?” 
| replied: “No! | think I’m having a heart attack.” He said: “We 
can take you to the hospital.” 


| started to feel a little better but my head felt light and | 
wanted to vomit. | asked if they would take me home. They 
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agreed and the young man who had come to speak with me 
drove my car. 


| was speaking slowly and not normally so it was difficult for 
them to know where | lived. As soon as he heard my name 
he said: “Il know where you live because | know your son 
Mark and | have been in your home.” He told me his name 
but | don’t remember it. He took me home and the other boy 
followed in my car. | thanked them and said | would go to 
the hospital for a check up. 


| explained what had happened to Maureen, Isobel and 
Anthony. Maureen rang the club to say | would not be going 
to the meeting. Anthony took me to the Moe Hospital but on 
the way | felt better. The only problem was when | moved my 
head | felt unbalanced so | kept it still. | saw a young 
Mexican-born doctor at the hospital but he could not find 
anything wrong with me when: he checked me. My heart was 
beating a little faster but nearly normal and | started to feel 
better. He kept me there for a little while and sent me home. 
The next day | saw my doctor who sent me to several 
specialists at the Epworth Hospital. They carried out a range 
of tests but nothing was found. 


One day, in Early August, | was in my office when Fred Di 
Sipio (club vice-president) and Dario Capaldo (treasurer) 
called in to see me. They told me that at a special meeting 
which | didn’t attend, they wanted to rename the North 
Crinigan Road reserve after me. But they had a problem with 
two life members, Frank Constabile and Henry Richter. They 
had objected and were causing a lot of problems for the 
committee. My answer was quick and to the point. | said: “If | 
was dead they could name it after me. But I’m still alive and | 
don't want the park in my name.” It was a short meeting but 
Fred said: “This is not finished. We just need a little more 
time.” That night at home | told Maureen. She said she knew 
of the committee’s plan to call it Di Fabrizio Park because a 
life member, Peter Viggiano, had asked if she would object. 
She told Peter she wanted a few days to think about it. When 
he rang back she told him: “If that’s what the committee 
wants, then that’s OK. | don’t think Don will mind.” She also 
said it was more than a month since she had been asked. 


So | went to see a couple of the committee to find out what 
had really happened. | was told the proposal had been 
discussed for some time. Secretary Tony Caprara had written 
to Morwell City Council for approval to change the name 
which the council had approved. It actually appeared as Di 
Fabrizio Park on the 43rd edition of the Latrobe Valley and 
East Gippsland Community Business directory. The club had 
also set a date and a surprise party to which the Morwell 
City Council Mayo John Guy was invited. It was due to take 
place in a couple of days but after Fred and Dario’s visit it 
was cancelled. | was also told that a meeting of all the life 
members, except Tom Marino, had been organised by Frank 
Constabile and Henry Richter to stop the park being named 
after me. The committee was split 50-50, | was told. The life 
members were: Angelo Torrieri, Eugene Zanin, Henry 
Richter, Charlie Zammit, Frank Constabile, Joe Flannagan, 
Vasco Guidotti and Peter Viggiano. 


When | heard all this, | started to think why nobody had 
come to see me, especially the life members as they were 
very close to me. They were supposed to be my friends. 
Charlie, Henry, Peter and Frank would be on the phone every 
day. They would ring me if the beer was not the right 
temperature at 11pm, for instance. The fact that everybody 
knew about all this, including my wife, it was just too much 
for me. To think that | had given the honour of life 
memberships to each and every one of them and more than 
half of them did not deserve it for the little service they had 
given to the club, | started to think back over the 24 years of 
my service. | thought about the many hours, honest 
leadership and hard work as well as the money | had given. 
It had been a very big part of my life. And nothing the club 
could have given me would have ever re-paid me for what | 
had given to the club. The last committee meeting | chaired 
was on August 18, 1993. At the end of the meeting, when 
everybody had gone to the bar for a drink, Fred Di Sipio and 
Tony Caprara asked me to stay on as president. | said: “No!” 
They asked: “Why?” For the first time | told them the truth 
about how | felt. They asked for some time to fix the 
problem. | replied: “When you fix it, I'll think about coming 
back.” 


| chaired the last Annual Meeting on August 29. Fred Di 
Sipio was elected president. | left the club financially sound. 
It had 675 full members and a good soccer team. They 
finished seventh in their second season in the NSL. | am sure 
if | had stayed as president, | would have won the NSL title in 
about five years and the club’s assets would have been 
worth $10 million. Of course, this is only my opinion but all 
of my past opinions have become realities. 


The first decision the new committee made was to increase 
membership fees by $10 without a letter of explanation, so 
they lost about 400 financial members in one year. When | 
left, the gaming room was very profitable, taking about 
$200,000 profit a year. | had done all the hard work to get 
the machines there and it should have been easier to run the 
club. | did not attend any more club meetings but | tried to 
make sure that Fred and the club succeeded. | gave the club 
$7000 to buy John Markovski. | worked every weekend to 
finish the grandstand roof. | paid for concrete foundations 
for the three exits from the grandstand. | supplied all the 
structural steel for one staircase and that’s the only one still 
standing. With the help of Joe Lasaga, we fabricated and 
erected the staircase. | did this because | wanted the club to 
go forward and do well but I was still upset about what had 
happened to me and the reason | left the club. 


| was asked how the friction between the life members and 

the committee could be resolved. | said: “I would be happy 

if, at the next Annual Meeting, the committee would put on 
the agenda to ask the members to vote to change the name 
of the park.” | never heard of it any more. 


In May 1994, we attended the Australian Metal Building 
Awards of Excellence. After preliminary judging of 45 
projects around Australia, the Morwell grandstand was 
selected in the best 10. The final judging of the overall 
award of excellence was at the Australian National Maritime 
Museum at Darling Harbour, Sydney on June 2. Fred Di Sipio 
and | attended the function and we came third for which we 
received a plaque. | kept a record of all the unpaid hours 
that were spend by club supporters working on the 
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grandstand. The total came toa staggering 45,000 man 
hours in free labour donated to the club. | would say that 
99.9 per cent of those hours were coordinated by me from 
Start to finish. It was an amazing effort to build something 
that still stands today. : 


Maureen and | went to America for 10 weeks to the World 
Cup finals in June. We watched the quarter finals, semi-finals 
and final. Then we toured Canada and parts of America. 
When | returned in August, it was just a few days before the 
club's Annual Meeting. | did not attend because | never 
received the notice and the agenda. There were no minutes 
sent to me which was disappointing because | was a patron. 
| was told the club had lost about $60,000 and was 
struggling financially. Also there was no motion put to the 
meeting to change the reserve’s name. | didn’t necessarily 
want the reserve’s name changed to mine, but | wanted to 
know if the members were willing to support any proposal 
made by the life members. During the year, the club asked 
members for money to help pay the bills. And to add to the 
problems, the voluntary labour that | had introduced to the 
club slowly disappeared after | retired and the club had to 
employ more paid staff. 


By October 1994, | had decided to make a Significant change 
in the direction of my life. Morwell Falcons was not my 
problem any more. | felt hurt and that | was not appreciated 
by 50 per cent of the life members. And the committee, 
especially the executive, had let me down by telling me lies 
that | did not like. | did not deserve this. 


But in January 1995, | got a pleasant surprise. Fred Di Sipio 
rang out of the blue and asked if | would object to having 
the grandstand named after me. He needed an early answer 
as he had invited the Deputy Premier, Pat McNamara, to do 
the official opening on January 28. | agreed. We played South 
Melbourne in front of 8000 spectators but | still felt it was 
far from a unanimous decision. 


| started to spend more time at home. One hobby was a 


vegetable garden in my backyard that | had neglected for 
many years because of a lack of time. | started to relax more 
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and | enjoyed my new life every day because it reminded me 
of growing up back in my little village in Italy where | grew 
fruit and vegetables for our family. In November | was asked 
if | would accept nomination for chairman of the Victorian 
Soccer Federation. | declined because | did not think it was 
my type of work. Plus the amount of time | would have to 
devote to it in Melbourne, living as | did two hours away in 
Churchill. 


In early 1995, | was asked if | would replace vice-chairman 
John Dimtsis as director of the Australian Soccer Federation. 
John had told me in Melbourne six weeks previously that he 
was considering resigning as commissioner. | rang him on 
his mobile but it was disconnected, | tried another number 
and they said he was no longer there but | left my details so 
he could ring me back. There was also another vacancy- 
chairman John Constantine wanted to become ASF’s full-time 
general manager. | gave this a lot of consideration before | 
made up my mind. There had been a lot of bad publicity in 
1994 centring on the transfer of players to overseas clubs. 
The ASF had appointed a retired Supreme Court Judge, DJ. 
Stewart, to investigate and report to the board. His interim 
report suggested there had been some malpractice among 
clubs in the transfer of players. He even named some 
individuals but the ASF refused to take any action. One of 
the commissioners took leave of action. Meantime, the ASF 
washed its hands of the report and passed it on to the 
Senate. 


Despite all the bad publicity, | decided to accept the 
challenge as an ASF commissioner and offered my 
nomination to the VSF. | did not attend the next VSF meeting 
but | sent a letter of endorsement. John Dimtsis was present 
seeking his own nomination. It was put to a vote and | was 
successful 9-2. Next day, John rang me a little upset. | said | 
had been told he did not want to be a commissioner any 
more but | agreed to think it over. The following week, the 
chairman of the ASF, John Constantine resigned. John 
Dimtsis became the acting chairman, as he was Deputy 
Chairman, and flew to Sydney for a few days before the 
Annual Meeting. While in Sydney, he spoke to the press. On 
one TV show, which | did not see, he was asked: “Are you 
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aware Don Di Fabrizio is standing against you on February 
18, for a position on the ASF board?” | was told his reply 
was: “If he wants to make a fool of himself, it’s his 
business.” | did not like his remark and | had a good talk 
with Maureen. She said: “Just try your best and if you don't 
win, you've lost nothing.” 


| lobbied hard in the three days leading up to the election. | 
approached all the ASF stakeholders and | believe they told 
me the truth - Yes or No whether they supported me. NSW, 
South Australia, Western Australia and Northern Territory 
were undecided. | asked the ASF to book me a room in the 
Sydney Airport Hilton where the stakeholders were staying 
the night before the Annual Meeting. NSL chairman Tony 
Labbozetta had organised a meeting for the clubs that 
evening. | asked if | could talk to them. He agreed. | spoke 
for about 10 minutes and asked for the support as a group. | 
found out later only two clubs did not back me. Sydney 
Olympic had already nominated John Dimtsis and the other 
club wanted the federation dismantled. It was good news for 
me because | had about 50 per cent of the numbers but | 
wanted to make sure of it so | lobbied the other 
stakeholders except for NSW because | knew they would 
support John.which we had not started to build.y spent 
about two hours aon site and were i 


| found out that all the State Federation representatives were 
at the Novotel, Brighton Beach, where John was staying. | 
took a taxi and found the state presidents and delegates 
having drinks around a huge table in the bar. | joined them 
for a drink. Surprisingly, | knew most of them. | stayed fora 
couple of hours and managed to talk to each of them, 
waiting outside the toilets to speak to them. They all 
assured me that | was going to win. | did not sleep much 
that night, | was very nervous. The next morning | felt very 
strange. | had never experienced anything like this before - | 
just did not want to lose. Over breakfast | continued to 
promote myself. | found out that the NSL clubs would vote 
as a group. | wanted the clubs to hand over their voting 
paper to one delegate who could be trusted. | was delighted 
when South Melbourne’s George Vasilopoulos and Peter 
Mitrakas were chosen. 
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| got to the Annual Meeting at the Sydney Cricket Ground 
early and spend the last half an hour lobbying the best | 
could. There was a lot of mud slinging about the financial 
report and the Stewart enquiry. Queensland proposed a 
motion that all-board members should resign but it was not 
seconded so the meeting continued. We did not speak 
before the election and the votes were quickly counted. 
Acting chairman John Dimtsis announced that | had won. | 
thanked everybody for their support and said | would serve 
soccer to the best of my ability. | shook hands with John 
Dimtsis but he wasn’t happy. The first person | rang was 
Maureen. She was very happy for me. Then | rang a few of 
my friends. My first meeting as an ASF commissioner was 
held at the President’s office, the Honourable Neville Wran in 
Chifley Square, Sydney on March 2 1995. Present were Basil 
Scarsella (Acting Chairman), Neville Wran (President), Alan 
Rydge and Rodney Adler, the two independent members 
who were chose by the other five commissioners, myself and 
lan Holmes who was the Chief Executive Officer at that 
Stage. Tony Labbozetta had been elected to the Board as 
representative of the National Soccer League clubs for one 
year. 


The first item on the agenda involved Mr Labbozetta. He had 
been a Commissioner for more than 12 months and was also 
president of Marconi. It was stated in the Articles of the 
Association of the ASF that a resignation must ensue if you 
held another position within the ASF if you wished to 
continue as an ASF Commissioner. | had spoken on the 
phone to Mr Labbozetta the day before the meeting asking 
him whether he was going to give up the club Presidency or 
resign from the ASF. He stated that he wanted both jobs but 
if he was forced to choose he would remain President of his 
club. 


When we started the meeting and came to the item relating 
to Tony, | reported my telephone conversation. | thought 
that that would be what the others wanted to hear, as it was 
evident that all the other Board members wanted him to 
resign. Tony had been named in the Stewart report for 
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alleged wrongdoing in relation to the transfer of players 
from his club to European clubs. 


The general meeting on April 1st was to elect a new 
Chairman as well as two Board members, one replacing Tony 
Labbozetta as representative of the National Soccer League 
and one replacing lan Holmes. This had been advised and 
advertised throughout Australia. It had been decided that 
the Chief Executive Officer should attend Board meetings 
but without voting power. 


That week we received four nominations for the 
Chairmanship. One was received from lan Brusasco from 
Queensland. He had been Chairman of the ASF previously 
for two years. Another nomination was received from Jack 
Reilly from Victoria. He had tried to be chairman previously 
but had lost to Brusasco in a close contest. Another 
candidate was Peter Gray from New South Wales, who was 
President of the New South Wales Soccer Federation. The 
fourth candidate was David Hill from NSW, who had recently 
resigned as Chairman of the ABC. 


The general meeting was held at the Sydney Football 
Stadium, Paddington, at 10am. Neville Wran chaired the 
meeting. The election of the Chairman was the first item on 
the agenda. There was an overwhelming support for David 
Hill on the first ballot paper and he was duly elected. Basil 
Scarsella was voted Deputy Chairman as he was the only 
applicant for the position. Labbozetta was replaced by 
George Vasilopoulos, President of the South Melbourne 
Soccer Club. lan Homes was replaced by Peter Gray. That day 
was the start of a new era and different direction for the 
ASF. 


The date of our first Board meeting was set down for 
Adelaide on 9th April at the EPSA building, 6th floor, Anzac 
Highway, Keswick. We commenced at 10.30, with David Hill 
(Chairman), Basil Scarcella, Peter Gray, George Vasilopoulos, 
lan Holmes and |. We received an apology from Neville Wran 
and the two independent Board members, Alan Reeves and 
Rodney Adler. 
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That day many changes and alterations and new ideas were 
discussed with some put in motion that same day. We 
decided to hold Board meetings every month, held on 
weekends, so that the majority of the Board members did 
not have to lose time from work. It was also decided to 
spread the meetings around other States in Australia. This 
did not suit the two independent Board members so they 
resigned. We replaced one of them with TV personality 
George Negus, a friend of David Hill. They both had the 
same vision for the game, but with very different 
personalities. 


At that first meeting we decided to restructure the 
management and staff of the ASF. The office was 
transferring to new premises from 23-25 Frederick Street, 
Rockdale, Sydney, to the Sydney Football Stadium in 
Paddington. It was appropriate to make the necessary 
changes at that stage. Some of the manager's positions were 
readvertised and some new ones were created and some 
positions became redundant. Each one of us was allocated 
one or more portfolios to ensure we covered every aspect 
for a well managed ASF. One priority was to obtain 
commercial television rights, especially for pay TV, which 
was in its formative stages within Australia. We did have 
some contractual commitment to SBS, but it was all free to 
air and no money coming in. The television negotiations 
were left to Neville Wran, David Hill and George Negus. 


Another important priority was to put in place a fast, 
progressive National Soccer plan. To do that, we decided to 
have a soccer summit. This was left in the hands of Basil 
Scarsella and George Negus was appointed as the 
facilitator/organiser. It was decided to plan it for three days 
in May at the Melbourne Trades Hall Centre. 


Many stakeholders wanted more time to prepare. Basil 
Scarsella and | complained at the lack of time we were given 
for this summit. But George Negus and David Hill said it had 
to be done quickly and give people little time to prepare 
themselves. My view of this thinking was that the 
stakeholders had been asleep too long and it was about time 
they woke up and faced the challenges. Both Negus and Hill 
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had already decided in their minds what they wanted to 
come out of the summit. 


We invited all our stakeholders, many media personalities 
from television, newspapers and radios, some politicians, 
soccer historians, players, coaches, referees and other 
sports personalities. The main objectives on the agenda 
were marketing, media, National Soccer League restructure, 
the National team priority and future programmes, the 
Under 20 Olympics, all the four National teams which were 
Under 17, Under 20, the Olympic team and the National 
team. It was decided to put management and administration 
in place to ensure all the four teams were looked after 
properly and progressed. 


We aimed to pick the best possible brains within the forum 
and try to capitalise on any ideas put forward, trying to 
identify weaknesses, which were slowing the progress of 
soccer within Australia. 


To achieve this we allowed free speech both for and against 
all aspects of soccer within Australia on how to improve the 
game and progress. George Negus, David Hill and Neville 
Wran obtained the summit papers and programme quickly 
and put it all together. 


After that it became clear to me that the summit was only a 
cover-up of an agenda which was already in place. They 
wanted a mandate from the people at the summit to be 
implemented. 


One of the main topics was to restructure the NSF mainly to 
remove the ethnic tag. To screen some of those clubs which 
had poor past records and interview some stronger clubs 
which had good financial backing from private investors 
without ethnic connections and if possible to privatise some 
of the existing clubs which had some financial difficulties in 
the past. This was to make mainstream clubs feel at home in 
the top level of soccer. 


For new clubs it was a requirement for good sound 
management and professionalism and to drop their ethnic 
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backgrounds. David Hill was not a person to waste time. 
When he wanted something done, he wanted it done at any 
cost without compromise. 


At that stage, the NSL had 13 clubs. He suggested that three 
existing clubs should be eliminated from the NSL and two 
clubs put in, that way we would only have 12 clubs in the 
1995-1996 season to leave room for another two clubs to 
enter in the 1996-1997 season. It would give us a year to 
find a couple of strong clubs to boost the competition. 


During June, we were extremely busy with four Board 
meetings. June 3 in Sydney; June 14, 22 in Adelaide; June 
25 in Melbourne.) At the meeting on June 14, | informed the 
Board that if we dropped three clubs from the NSL we were 
going to have a big legal case and an even bigger legal bill, 
with a chance to lose the case. | asked that my words be 
registered in the minutes of the meeting. | attended the first 
three meetings, but | was not present at the meeting on June 
25 as | had to go to Albury for an urgent family 
commitment. 


At that meeting on June 25, it was decided that the 
competition of the NSL was going to be 12 teams with two 
new clubs, one from Canberra and Newcastle admitted and 
Parramatta Eagles, Heidelberg United and Melbourne Soccer 
Club (formerly Juventus) excluded. That news created a lot 
of publicity, good and bad. It started a legal war between the 
three clubs and the ASF which lasted a few months and cost 
many thousands of dollars. 


In the end, we held an extraordinary general meeting with 
the stakeholders to change the constitution to give the ASF 
the legal edge we needed. This was won by just one vote. 
The ASF won the case and the changes went ahead. 


During those very first few months | was involved in the 
restructuring of the office and staff. | was present at most of 
the interviews we had with the new staff. The first 
appointment was a new CEO David Walley and a new junior 
National Development officer Jim Shelby and many other 


staff changes. We also changed the name from Australian 
Soccer Federation to Soccer Australia. 


Early in August, Maureen and | went on a six-week organised 
tour of Scandinavia. After the tour we extended our holiday 
to Italy, visiting my mother and two sisters. In Scandinavia | 
visited the Swedish Soccer Federation in Stockholm, the 
Denmark Soccer Federation in Copenhagen and the Norway 
Soccer Federation in Oslo. | did that at my own expense and 
time to familiarise myself with the way they operated. | was 
made most welcome. 


My portfolio was given to me at the meeting in Adelaide on 
April 9. These included National Referees, Women’s Football 
and National Junior Development. We had about half a 
million junior players in Australia at that stage. In July, | was 
given the responsibility of introducing competent players’ 
agents within Australia in accordance with FIFA rules and 
regulations. 


The visit to the Scandinavian countries assisted me to 
understand my take and duties of furthering my 
commitments within Soccer Australia. 


| would like to explain a little about David Hill. In my opinion 
he did a lot of good things to make soccer go forward in 
Australia during his three and a half years in office. From the 
very start he gained a lot of publicity for soccer. He held a 
passion for soccer. He kept in touch with me on the phone 
between meetings to explain any decisions made ina hurry 
to make sure | knew and asked for my opinion on many 
occasions. He has a volatile temperament and the 
management and staff of the SA and was a little ruthless at 
times when crossed. | personally never had nay problems 
with him. He respected me and we had a mutual 
understanding. But | believe that, after 12 months or so, he 
became a little obsessive about the restructure of the 
National Soccer League. He was always looking for changes. 
| believe that was part of his downfall. When he was elected 
Chairman, Labbozetta got all the National Soccer League 
clubs together and voted as a block for him. The NSL had a 
25 voting power for Soccer Australia but his friendship with 
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Labbozetta did not last long and slowly they became serious 
enemies which did help the sport. 


What | did not like was the way we forced the changes on the 
National Soccer League. | believe we could have achieved the 
same results by introducing good new clubs as we did not 
put too much pressure on the existing ones and the weaker 
clubs would have been put out of the competition by 
themselves. 


Another thing | did not like was the way in which we created 
an enemy of the Oceania President Charlie Dempsey by 
opposing any idea he had. We worked against him in every 
way possible which in the end did not help Australia. 


| personally do not support a team from New Zealand in 
Australia's national competition. | believe in the long run we 
will regret it. The four years | spend with Soccer Australia as 
a Commissioner were full of excitement, controversy, 
politics and some disappointment, but | enjoyed every 
minute of it. 


| personally did not have any anxiety over any task | was 
given and always obtained the results | wanted and | believe 
my integrity remained intact. But four years was enough for 
me and that is the reason | never sought re-election for a 
second time as | wanted to devote more time to my family 
and other interests. 


| was fortunate to have been involved in the many positive 
achievements in moving soccer in Australia forward to the 
next century. When | went in, in early 1995, Soccer Australia 
was 66th in FIFA rankings and just three years later, we had 
progressed to 33rd. 


| witnessed a crowd of 44,000 in Brisbane for the 1996-1997 
season final of the National Soccer League between Sydney 
United and Brisbane Strikers. We were criticised for choosing 
Brisbane for the final instead of Sydney. As you can see from 
the crowd, our decision proved right. The success of Perth 
Glory and Northern Spirit boosted attendance crowds in the 
NSL in the 1998-1999 season. For the first time in soccer 
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history, we had 1.2 million spectators in one NSL season. We 
recorded a record crowd of more than 85,000 spectators at 
the MCG when Australia played Iran in 1997, the final 
qualification game for the World Cup which was to be held 
the following year in France. That game, we had to win bya 
goal to qualify. We had a dream start by outplaying Iran in 
all departments for 77 minutes. We scored two goals and 
had many opportunities to score at least another two, but at 
the 77th minute, one idiot spectator ran onto the ground 
and threw himself on top of the Iran netting goal. The 
referee stopped the game. As soon as the game started, our 
boys lost concentration. | don’t know exactly how it 
happened, for some reason Iran scored two goals in three 
minutes so the game ended 2-2. The 85,000 spectators at 
the MCG were stunned and nobody spoke any more with the 
exception of a few Iranians who were present. That night 
was my biggest disappointment in 30 years of involvement 
in soccer. | could not understand how we lost that game in 
which we played so well. We also lost financially as a result 
of not going to France. | will never forget that night as long 
as | live. 


One of my portfolios was the amalgamation of referees 
Australia-wide. | found the involvement very challenging. In 
the beginning there were two bodies of referees- the 
Australian Soccer Referee Federation and the Australian 
Affiliated Soccer Referee Federation. Both groups had a 
National Committee and a State or Territory committee. My 
task was to look at the possibility of amalgamation of the 
two bodies to form one National Referee Commission and 
one Commission for each State or Territory. The National 
Referee Commission consisted of four people who were to 
be elected by the referees as well as the National Director of 
Referees and to be endorsed by Soccer Australia. The 
Chairman appointed was to become a Director of Soccer 
Australia. 


| was appointed Chairman of that Committee. We undertook 
to use a similar system in each State or Territory to form the 
State Referee Commission. This amalgamation had been 

trialled previously without success. The two bodies had been 
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separated for about 23 years. In the first two years | had 
many setbacks orchestrated by a small minority. 


During the two years, with assistance from most of the State 
Federations and Soccer Australia Chief Executive Officer 
David Walley and National Director of Coaching Gary Power, 
the amalgamation was achieved. We now have one referee's 
organisation in Australia and a more satisfactory system. Of 
course it will take a year or two to see some of these 
benefits of the change, but the ground work had been laid 
and it will continue to improve if everyone works together. 


| believe our referees need support from State Federations to 
fast track the quantity and quality of the whistle-men in the 
country. 


During my first 15 months | assisted with two other 
important portfolios. My first was the integration of 
Women’s Soccer to unify all players under the banner of 
Soccer Australia. It has been highly successful as our women 
soccer players have made tremendous strides in reaching 
the World Cup final in America for the first time this year. 


| was also in charge of Junior Development in all States. We 
employed a new national Coaching and Development 
Manager who introduced new programs which were _ 
beneficial to junior development. 


During the past three years, Soccer Australia had received 
more than 100 requests for information regarding obtaining 
Players’ Agents Licences. As one of the Commissioners | was 
responsible for this project. All interviews were conducted 
according to FIFA rules and regulations. | attended all 
interviews of applicants and | am pleased to say that we now 
have three FIFA accredited Players Agents operating with 
licences in Australia. 

| believe licensed Players’ Agents are a step in the right 
direction. We need more agents then players and clubs will 
have a more controlled, honest and valuable assessment of 
the soccer market in the country. 
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| was given the task to implement a National Honours Award 
programme for Soccer Australia. From the early beginning of 
the sport in the late 1880's until today it covers more than 
120 years of soccer history, but Australia had not 
recognised those who had made an outstanding contribution 
to the progress of the game. 


My first task was to appoint a Committee that consisted of 
Don Sutherland as Honorary Administrator, Ted Smith, Fred 
Villiers and Maria Berry. Each has a vast amount of 
experience and knowledge of the game. From the 
committee’s first meeting in 1996, | knew it would be a 
mammoth and difficult task to obtain all the relevant 
information required for this project. We started by 
interviewing many prominent people including sporting and 
senior media personalities. We sent out many 
questionnaires, visited sports museums as well as other 
sporting halls of fame. We also received information from 
other countries which have a similar system. 


We then formulated a criterion for selection of candidates. 
We designed a nomination form which was sent out to all 

State Federations, including women’s soccer, referees and 
FUTSAL. 


In February 1998 Don Sutherland had to step down for 
family reasons and Ted Simmons from New South Wales 
replaced him. He took over Don’s role as Honorary 
Administrator. Several prominent Soccer Australia and long 
serving media personalities have contributed to the selection 
of the recipients. After more than two years of dedicated 
work | am pleased to announce that the project has been 
finalised. We have established the grass roots of awards and 
honours for those in the future that contribute in a special 
way to the world game in Australia. 


The inaugural presentation for the Soccer Australia National 
Honours Award was held on February 28, 1999 in Sydney. | 
also announced my retirement from Soccer Australia on the 
same day. | would like to take this opportunity of thanking 
my hard working committee with a special thanks to 
Professor Phillip Mosley of Whitley College, Melbourne, for 
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his assistance in establishing our honours award. | really 
appreciated the tremendous effort this gentleman made in 
achieving the finalisation of this very important project. 


| have really enjoyed my role with Soccer Australia and 
welcomed the opportunity of being a Commissioner for the 
past four years and feel proud to have contributed to the 
progress of the world game in Australia. 


Being a Commissioner gave me little time to think about the 
Morwell Falcons. President Fred Di Sipio did not seek much 
advice from me. | would only go and watch the team play 
when | could. The second year after | left the club, the club 
reported another financial loss of more than $100,000 for 
the year 1994-1995. There was worse to come in the third 
year, when another recorded loss of $321,741 was posted. 
At this stage, President Fred Di Sipio, Secretary Tony Caprara 
and Treasurer Dario Capoldo decided to reconstruct the club 
committee and replace the 20 person committee with a 5 
man board. This was approved by the members at the 
Annual General Meeting in 1996. It was also approved to 
change the name of the club from Morwell Falcons to 
Gippsland Falcons because it was more marketable. At that 
meeting, Fred was elected for another term as President and 
only two board members survived the ballot- Tony Caprara 
and Peter Rosato. Two new members were elected- Roy 
Asailer, had just arrived from England and was general 
manager of Yallourn Energy, a power station in the Valley. 
He was supposed to be very intelligent and highly educated. 
He became vice-president. The other person elected was 
Paul Burns. He had a lot of experience in management. As 
soon as the new board was elected, Tony Caprara came to 
me and begged me to come and help the club again. 


He said he needed my advice to restructure the club, make 
sure the club stopped losing money and started making a 
profit. He also asked me for financial support. Peter Rosato 
also asked me for financial help. This went on every day for 
a few days. After giving some thought | told Tony and Peter | 
would help. | stated | would help financially only if | was ale 
to attend their Board meetings as an observer so | could 
assess any decisions made. 
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At that stage the income of the clubrooms was down. | knew 
good advice could revive income to the club by spectator 
support which had disintegrated. | told them to talk to the 
President and the two board members to make sure that 
they wanted me there and if they approved of me being 
present at the Board meeting. | would make myself available. 
Tony Caprara rang me one day before the meeting and 
invited me to come. He also told me that all the Board 
members were delighted to have me there. So | went to the 
first and second meetings. | contributed in many good 
decisions and change of direction for the betterment of the 
club’s future. | noticed they had given Soccer Australia the 
time to play their home games - Sundays at 8pm for the 
1996-1997 season. | strongly recommended changing the 
time to 6pm because it was better for families with school 
children who had to be at school on Monday mornings. In 
my opinion 8pm was too late. 


| also suggested that proper research in Gippsland should be 
carried out to find the most popular day of the week and 
time. All agreed that the time should change. 


| missed the third meeting because they held it on the same 
day, as | had to go to Sydney for a Soccer Australia Board 
meeting. Tony Caprara rang me the day before the fourth 
meeting to invite me, so | went. When | read the minutes of 
the third meeting which | missed, | noticed that they had 
approved the kick off of our home games to stay at 8pm on 
a Sunday. | asked why o the club manager, Frank Durbulano. 
He said some spectators would sit in the grandstand on the 
east side of the ground with the sun shining in their eyes. | 
replied: “That’s a joke. That is a good business for you to sit 
in the stand to sell sunglasses.” The President said that he 
had inquired with Soccer Australia about changing the time, 
but he was told it was not possible to change because the 
fixtures for the year were already printed. 


| offered to go to Sydney at my own expense and talk to 
Peter Russell, the National Soccer League manager, and 
make any changes they wished to do. Because | knew | could 
change it to whatever day or time they wanted to play. Fred 
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said “it cannot be changed and we want to play at 8pm on 
Sunday.” The tone of his words was very aggressive so | said, 
“There is no need for you to get upset.” Many more things 
were discussed that night and every time | said something or 
suggested something, Fred would answer in an aggressive 
tone. 


It became very evident to me that he did not want me there. 
When the meeting finished | said goodnight to everyone and 
went home. | stayed up for a while, had a couple of cups of 

coffee and then | went to bed. 


The next day | went to see Tony Caprara and Peter Rosato in 
their offices. | told them | did not think it was good for me 
to attend any more meetings and if they wanted any advice 
from me to get in touch with me and | would help them if | 
could. Tony Caprara said “you are right. Fred does not want 
you there. He does not feel comfortable when you are 
around and | don't know why.” | never attended any more 
meetings, but Tony Caprara would ask me for more advice 
and suggestions relating to issues. | advised him and gave 
him some suggestions to the best of my knowledge. One 
day | received a telephone call from Fred Di Sipio. He said, “If 
you have any good ideas or good advice you should ring me 
and not Tony Caprara. | am the one to know first and | will 
bring it up to the other Board members at the meeting,” he 
said, “don’t waste your time with anybody else, because they 
are all hopeless.” 


| told Fred, “If you want any advice you know where | live 
and my phone number to get in touch.” | did not hear from 
him any more for a long time, nor Tony Caprara or Peter 
Rosato. 


A report appeared in the Melbourne Herald Sun the following 
Thursday written by Peter Desira on October 10, 1996, with 
the headline “Falcons debt soars in 1996.” The report said 
Gippsland Falcons reported a half million dollar loss last 
season and have accumulated debts of $900,000. But the 
club is not in financial strife according to Fred Di Sipio. This 
was causing Soccer Australia’s management some concern, 
especially David Hill. 


80 


Questions came out of the next Board meeting as to the 
viability of the Gippsland Falcons in the long term. Early in 
1997, when the management and Board members 
conducted a review of all the National League clubs, many 
comments appeared in the newspapers for about one month 
relating to Gippsland Falcons. | received many strange calls 
in the middle of the night. Most of the time | got out of bed 
to answer the phone and every time | picked up the phone, 
when the person heard my voice, they would not speak. So | 
put the phone down. The phone rang more than once at 
hourly intervals. A couple of times Maureen answered the 
phone. The person ringing started mumbling without saying 
anything. It was obvious that the person ringing was well 
known to me but didn’t want to talk as | would recognise 
their voice. It happened at the same time in 1998. But at 
that time | traced the telephone number through Telecom 
and one of them was the club telephone number. How many 
people would have access to the club in the middle of the 
night? Another telephone number | traced was also 
identified. | cannot say the person’s name, but this person is 
well known to me and the club members. 


Did the person have any doubt about me supporting the 
club’s application to continue in the National Soccer League? 
Did they want to stay in the League, or did they just want to 
intimidate me? | was much respected at Soccer Australia and 
| always had the members to support anything | wanted to 
pass through the Board. 


Those strange telephone calls stopped immediately after 
Soccer Australia established the number and list of clubs for 
the National League every year. 


The establishment of the new Board at Morwell Falcons did 
not work well. Little progress was made in relation to the 
outstanding debt and the income generated by sponsorship, 
but gate takings cam down and this did little to help any 
improvement at the club. In January 1997, the Treasurer 
Tony Caprara was involved in a car accident and killed. It 
was a tragedy and loss for the family and everybody else 
including the club. *** 
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Two days after Tony passed away, | received a telephone call 
from Fred Di Sipio. He was at the club. He said, “I want to 
see you urgently.” | said, “I'll be there in 15 minutes.” When | 
got there, the two of us sat in the office. He said, “I will 
come straight to the point. The club is in big financial 
problems and | require some money quickly. Can you help 
me?” | asked him, “How much do you want?” He mentioned a 
big sum. | said, “Have you forgotten why | left the club and 
the promise you gave me which you never delivered?” | 
reminded him of when | wanted to help but he did not want 
my help. | also reminded him of when of the good advice | 
gave him which he never used. So | said, “No, | will not give 
you any more money.” He then said the strangest thing, “Do 
you want to buy the club?” | was stunned. He again repeated 
his question. “You should buy the club,” he said. | did not 
speak for a few minutes. Then | said, “You must think that | 
am crazy to buy something which | already gave to the 
members and the committee for nothing. If you, the 
committee and the members have not been able to manage 
the club to a profit, it is your problem.” That was the end of 
our discussions. 


It was not long after this that Westpac Bank with which they 
were trading, stopped their financial assistance and wished 
to cease trading with the club. So after a few months an 
agreement was reached between the club and the bank. The 
bank wrote off a huge amount of money. They settled with a 
small percentage of money and closed the accounts. The 
club then started trading with another bank. At the same 
time, the Board introduced a five year plan which was 
supposed to put the club in the right direction, which never 
worked. One day in 1998, Peter Rosato rang me. He said 
Ron Adair wanted to see me. As he was busy he requested | 
go to his office in Yallourn Power station. He gave a time of 
3pm. | was extremely busy that day, but cancelled some of 
my business and went to his office. | got there at 3pm and 
was told to wait for a while, as he was busy. | waited for half 
an hour before he called me into his office. As soon as | got 
in he said, “l am running late. | have to be at the Shire Office 
in Traralgon at 4pm.” He continued to say, “I have arranged 
on behalf of the club a $200,000 loan from the Latrobe Shire 
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to be picked up as soon as possible. But | want a personal 
guarantee from someone well known. | want you to give a 
personal guarantee for the money.” | was shocked at the way 
he has asked me. | replied with a very simple “no.” He said, 
“If you don’t want to guarantee $200,000, can you 
guarantee $100,000?” | replied “no” again. 


After | gave him a short explanation of why | said no, | felt 
disgusted about the way he had asked me. The five member 
board continued without any improvement to the finances or 
management of the club. The financial burden kept going 
up. So in mid-1998 the structure of the board was changed 
again to a seven member committee. Roy Adair and Paul 
Burns resigned at the Annual General Meeting that year. The 
liability of the club has grown to $1.3 million plus and | 
believe they are losing more money every month. 


The 28th of February 1999 was the day | finished as a 
director of Soccer Australia and the day | wanted to close my 
soccer involvement at this stage of my life. The future of the 
Gippsland Falcons is in the hands of the President and his 
committee. | can see them getting deeper and deeper into 
debt. | can only hope they can swim out of the ocean and 
get back onto the beach soon. | did my job by giving 25 
years of my life to the club with many great achievements. 
When | was elected President in 1969, | found a medium 
club playing in the Latrobe Valley Soccer League competition 
with no assets or money in the bank. When | left, the club 
was playing for the second year of the National Soccer 
League of Australia and coping very well. The assets in 
lanes, roads, car parks, buildings are worth at least $5 
million in replacement value. The monthly income in 1970 
was just over $400 and when | left the monthly income was 
over $100,000 and increasing.estructure the club, make 
sure the club stopped losing money and started making a 
profit. . The 


